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Abstract
Students classified with dis/abilities and situated in segregated special classes learn in a system
of compulsory able-bodiedness. Peripheralized school high students in special classes experience
marginalization and oppression leading to poor academic and postschool outcomes. This critical
phenomenological study sought to investigate the lived agentic experiences of high school
students classified with dis/abilities and placed in a special class for educational instruction
during distance learning and in-person school. To gain deeper insight into students as actors in
their learning environment, it was necessary to examine the forms of capital that students
harnessed toward their agency. Five high school students in the suburban northeastern United
States participated in a series of three virtual interviews. This study’s findings revealed students’
agentic relationships and academics and how they harnessed their capital toward directing their
lives and gaining additional capital. The participants also displayed agentic characteristics such
as self-determination, self-regulation, self-advocacy, control, compliance, and confidence. One
finding revealed that students were not agentic in orientation to their learning spaces. In this
instance, the structure of the environment impeded students’ agency. Implications of this study’s
findings suggest the need to promote and foster student agency by implementing changes at the
societal, school, and individual levels. Additionally, the perspectives of students as stakeholders
are required when designing and organizing spaces in the learning environment for optimal
comfort, agency, and learning.

Keywords: student agency, special classes, dis/ableism, spaces
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Chapter One:
Introduction
As a special educator, I often wonder about the future of students who are classified with
dis/abilities and learn in special classes. Unfortunately, the educational system is constructed on
hegemonic dis/ableist ideology in which discriminatory legislation, policy, discourse, and
environmental factors converge. Marginalization and oppression result in inequitable experiences
for students classified with dis/abilities. A large number of students classified with dis/abilities
do not achieve their educational goals (National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 2018,
2019a, 2019b, 2019c; National Center for Learning Disabilities, 2013; Newman et al., 2011;
Sanford et al., 2011). Additionally, an oppressive education system that favors able-bodiedness
results in different lived experiences of students who are classified with dis/abilities.
This critical phenomenological study examined how students made meaning of their
lived experiences as agentic actors within their lifeworlds of dis/ableism. Five high school
students who are classified with dis/abilities and placed in a special class participated in
interviews to examine how and when they enacted agency in their learning environment. Since
high school students plan their postsecondary future, it was necessary to understand their agency
within transition planning. Additionally, provided that students drew upon their capital as assets
toward their agency, an understanding of the types of capital that students leveraged was
essential in gaining an in-depth perspective of how students were agents in their environment.
With a social constructivist and transformative, philosophical, epistemological, and ontological
perspective, this study drew upon crip theory, structure|agency, causal agency theory, and capital
theory for theoretical frameworks. Collectively, the theories critically highlight dis/ableism and
analyze students’ actions from within the system.
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In this chapter, I begin with my researcher’s stance. As a critical, qualitative study
originating from a social-constructivist perspective, I must disclose my positionality.
Additionally, for researcher reflexivity, the reader should be aware of the theoretical lenses of
this study. Next, I offer background information and a statement of the problem. I then follow
with the critical frameworks of crip theory (McRuer, 2006), structure|agency theory
(Bandura,1989; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Giddens, 1984; Sewell, 1992; Shilling, 1992),
causal agency theory (Shogren et al., 2015; Wehmeyer, 2004), and capital theory (Bourdieu,
1986) at the macro, meso, and micro levels. The research questions, methodology and design,
site and participants, and data collection and analysis sections follow. Finally, this chapter
concludes with considerations of assumptions, delimitations, results, and the study’s significance
and social impact.
Researcher’s Stance
Long (2018) underscored the crucial role of social justice in critical theories such as crip
theory by offering theoretical purchase that they must occupy “a contestatory space” and “merge
activism with academic work” (p. 87). Thus, social justice and activism as part of critical theory
are essential for my scholarly research regarding marginalized groups of students. Bell (2013)
defined social justice as “full and equal participation of all groups in a society that is mutually
shaped to meet their needs” (p. 21). Castañeda et al. (2013) used the illuminating term
temporarily able-bodied to increase awareness that disability is a normal facet of the human
condition and anyone may become disabled at any time due to illness, accidents, or age. McRuer
(2006) substantiated the notion of temporary able-bodiedness by considering the not yet
disabled. Furthermore, Vick (2012) addressed episodic and fluctuating dis/abilities and their
identities of the dis/abled in Canada and found that definitions excluded the complexity of
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ableness. Accordingly, ensuring full participation of all abilities and a cripping of abilities
requires that researchers take action against the systemic oppression of people with dis/abilities.
In this dissertation, I aligned with the poststructuralist, transformative, and socialconstructivist perspectives to resist and oppose the use of traditional, entrenched, biased
language and discourse. Discriminatory language relating to students with varying abilities are
connected to inherent oppressive and discriminatory views and structures. I avoided I-voicing
deeply rooted terms and jargon that may harbor and propagate stereotypes and
misunderstandings of students with dis/abilities and center the perceived able-bodied. Foremost,
I chose to utilize both person-first language and identity-first language, depending on the context
and in keeping with social constructivist perspectives of crip theory. Crip theory suggests that
individuals may choose how they are identified and control the fluidity of identities.
Additionally, I argue that a classification of a dis/ability, while being an important component of
one’s identity, is not a negative one since abilities are socially constructed categories depending
on socioeconomic and political philosophies.
Moreover, I attempted to refute society’s dis/ableist ideology given its compulsion for
binary classifications and marginalization of the abnormal and different, what McRuer (2006)
defined as compulsory able-bodiedness. In keeping within the theoretical framework of crip
theory, I used the twofold term dis/ability in this dissertation. The polysemic term dis/ability in
this dissertation fulfilled the requirements to identify and highlight the emphasis on binary
classifications, deficit-focused discourse, and compulsory able-bodied centering, as well as
disclosed my perspective regarding the constructed categories of abilities. Additionally, when
addressing society’s term normal, I utilized mythical normal to highlight the fabricated binary
notion of normal and abnormal that disregards individuals’ inherent strengths and variances.
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In opposition to inherently biased language, I argue alongside Goodley (2014) and
Tomlinson (2017) that the concept of disability with its counterpart ability, along with their
designated related systems, are socially constructed terms for hegemonic dominance by ablebodied, neoliberally inclined society. Hence, dis/ability nicely matches the philosophical view of
this investigation and calls attention to the duality and fundamental systemic discrimination and
biases in current discourse.
In another instance, I used and consequently valued interdependence (Kelley et al., 2003)
instead of independence to emphasize society’s innate and necessary interconnectedness and
reliance on each other, as well as my opposition to neoliberal values. Independence, an oftenvalued characteristic of dominant Western society, can carry a loaded meaning contrary to a
social understanding of society’s natural variance of abilities and people’s propensity to rely on
one another. For students with dis/abilities, interdependence is natural and realistic instead of the
idealized sole reliance on oneself.
Current discourse, however, prevents a replacement of disability when referencing
legislation and research publications. Disability is pervasively used to encompass varying
abilities and neurodiversity as well as specific classification such as intellectual disability
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013; IDEA, 2004). Outdated and loaded negative language
suggests that legislation and research are lagging and continue to be deficit focused and
discriminatory when addressing people with diverse abilities.
Antithetically, as a special educator, my chosen profession was created and currently
exists as part of systemic dis/ableist ideology that proclaims the abnormality and othering of
students who would require special attention and education. Additionally, with this study, I
worked with participants identified with legislative classifications categorized as dis/abled under
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a dis/ableist educational system. However, some individuals may prefer identity-first language
and be proud of their identities as dis/abled. Nevertheless, I aimed and hoped to precipitate a
reconceptualization of education and the dismantlement of institutional dis/ableism in schools as
I examined and centered students’ perspectives as agentic social participants within their schools.
I aspired to highlight dis/ableism, blur the binary lines and categories of students’ dis/abilities,
and begin a reconceptualization of classifications and labels in education that will focus on
students’ strengths and agency. My goal was to cultivate and broaden an understanding of the
wide variance in abilities of students as agentic social participants. Moreover, I intended to
prompt a dismantlement of compulsory able-bodiedness in educational dis/ableism. Crip theory
grounded this research that examined students’ agency in existing systemic and institutional
structures, including language, that continue to oppress students with dis/abilities.
The COVID-19 Pandemic
At the onset of data collection for this study, the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown took
effect nationwide in the United States. Provided the short amount of time allowed for schools to
plan, students were transferred to distance learning with only a few days’ notice. For this study,
distance learning refers to virtual learning from home. Earlier that year, at Hillsboro High School
(pseudonym), a virtual learning platform was introduced to students and faculty. Consequently,
at the onset of lockdown, students and faculty were familiar with the online learning platform.
Initially, during distance learning, no live classes were taught; instead, teachers posted
assignments on a daily or weekly basis. Provided the sudden and necessary shift to distance
learning, it was reasonable or even preferable to examine students’ agency during distance
learning. Therefore, I incorporated distance learning as an additional dimension to my study of
students’ agency in dis/ableist structures. McRuer (2006) substantiated my decision with his
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theory of compulsory able-bodiedness, suggesting the possibility of transposition of dis/ableist
structure to the home environment during distance learning. Accordingly, I examined the
lifeworlds of students as they experienced the novel experience of distance learning and
investigated how they enacted their agency in their new learning environment.
Background Information
Critical legislation and practices have shaped and determined the rights and services of
individuals with dis/abilities in the United States (see The Rehabilitation Act of 1973; The
Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of
1997, 2004; United Nations Conventions on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 2006). As
early as 1975, civil rights legislation in the form of The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 aimed to
prevent discrimination against people who were dis/abled, and in 1990, the Americans with
Disabilities Act further provided rights in all areas of life for those individuals. The Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act (1997, 2004) with later reauthorizations specifically addressed
the education of students classified with dis/abilities who are between the ages of birth and 21
years.
Students who are Classified with Dis/abilities and Learn in Special Classes
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of (IDEA, 2004) laid the foundation by
which students ages 5-21 years may be classified under 13 categories of dis/abilities to receive
educational support services free of charge; this is referred to as free and appropriate education.
Students younger than 5 years of age are classified under more non-specific categories such as
“preschool student with a disability.” In addition to the 13 categories of dis/ability classifications
for students ages 5-21 years, school districts determine the least restrictive environment, as
mandated by IDEA, in which students who are classified will learn. The least restrictive
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environment for students who are classified is the general education classroom (IDEA, 2004).
However, the categories of classifications and educational environment are not explicitly
defined, thorough, or comprehensive for students ages 5 to 21 years.
Students who have scored between 65 and 79 in the “extremely low” and “very low”
levels on Wechsler IQ tests (Pearson, n.d.), formerly referred to as borderline intellectual
disability, are often classified with learning disabilities (LDs); their adaptive functioning is too
high to be classified as intellectually disabled, while their IQ scores are below average. These
categories of students require support services to meet their educational needs. Wieland and
Zitman (2016) voiced concern regarding the DSM V’s (American Psychological Association,
2013) declassification of students with 65 to 79 range of IQ scores, noting their vulnerability and
need for support services. Similarly, IDEA does not account for these students who are
“borderline,” and thus, classifications of LD are evident in special classes instead. Generally,
students classified with an LD have IQ levels in the “normal or above normal” range
(approximately 100 or higher) with a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological
processes (Department of Education, 2017). It is evident that students with IQ scores between 65
and 79 have been made to fit into the classification of learning disabled but are served in special
classes.
I was mainly moved to investigate the experiences of students in special classes as a topic
for my dissertation because of the observed and often-overheard lamentations of students
regarding their educational circumstances. Special classes (formerly referred to as self-contained
classes) are small, comprised of 10-15 students who are classified with disabilities “who have
been grouped because of similar individual needs so that they can receive specially designed
instruction” (United Federation of Teachers, 2019). Additionally, the United Federation of
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Teachers noted that these students could not receive instruction with their peers. Students who
are segregated from their peers, however, receive different education and experiences.
There is extant research consistent with the understanding that students who learn in
inclusive settings have more access and opportunities for educational and social gains (see
Becton, 2018; Cosier, Causton-Theoharis, & Theoharis, 2013; Rea, Mclaughlin, & WaltherThomas, 2002; Soukup, Wehmeyer, Bashinski, & Bovaird, 2007; Theobald, Goldhaber, Gratz, &
Holden, 2019). For example, Bauminger, Shulman, and Agam, (2003) have shown that when
given opportunities, students classified with autism were more likely to engage with nonclassified students. Likewise, Cosier, Causton-Theoharis, and Theoharis (2013) noted a strong
positive relationship between inclusion in the general setting and higher achievement in
mathematics and reading. These findings were concurred by Blackorby, Schiller, Knokey, and
Wagner (2007), who found that students who took more general education classes had greater
academic performance. It should be noted that while there is research to support inclusion, there
are also studies that show that even when classified students are placed in the general education
setting, there are issues of social isolation (de Boer, Pijl, Post, & Minaert, 2013; Kasari, Locke,
Gulsrud, & Rotheram-Fuller, 2011).
Moreover, like their non-classified peers, while in school, students in special classes must
also prepare for their future after high school. Transition planning, required by the Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act (PL 109-446), should begin by age 16 or earlier in some states.
Test et al. (2009) found that inclusion was the most common predictor of post-school outcomes
for students with dis/abilities. However, students in special classes continue to confront
discriminatory issues of educational dis/ableism, which present obstacles and adversity while
they participate in their learning and making long-reaching decisions for their futures.
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To further understand the relationship between student equity and dis/ableist structures, I
borrow from Hart’s (2019) argument for the consideration of Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology to
attend to factors that influence individuals’ use of opportunity. Allowing Hart’s theoretical
purchase, I aver that Bourdieu’s forms of capital (1986) are essential components to the
enactment and awareness of agency. In his 1986 work, Bourdieu noted the influence of forms of
capital in social contexts such as schools. Moreover, Hart (2019) theorized the relationship
between capital and education when she noted that students drew from and used “capital beyond
the various commodities, goods and services” (p. 593). A study by Lovett (2014) examined
social capital for students who are brothers and found that it played a critical role in how it
afforded access and affected academic outcomes. Furthermore, Portes (1998) reinforced the
importance of capital when he underscored its ability to acquire “power and influence through
means other than monetary” (p. 19). Undergirded by the works of Boudieu (1986), Hart (2019),
and Portes (1986), it can be conjectured that capital in its various forms is part of the structures
of educational dis/ableism.
Institutional Dis/ableism
Considering this study of students’ lived experience in special classes, it is crucial to
recognize the long-established ways by which individuals with dis/abilities have been
historically marginalized in education. McRuer’s (2006) crip theory describes compulsory ablebodiedness and its construction in society’s institutional systems. The theory of dis/ableism, a
foundation of crip theory, describes the embedded beliefs of able-bodied/minded exceptionality
in society. Campbell (2001) defined ableism to describe the typical and diminished human:
A network of beliefs, processes and practices that produce a particular
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kind of self and body (the corporeal standard) that is projected as the perfect, speciestypical and therefore essential and fully human. Disability, then, is cast as a diminished
state of being human. (p. 44)
Tomlinson (2017) noted that historically, educational institutions were developed to serve the
needs of the dominant culture (the able-bodied/minded) and to maintain the status quo of
structural hierarchy. Dolmage (2017) and Goodley (2014) joined Tomlinson (2017) to offer the
theoretical purchase of dis/ableism, and ability and inability, which are evident in the structure
and policies of societal and educational institutions in the United States. The theorists posited
that disableism could not exist without the notion of ability and disability; hence, the term
dis/ability in this dissertation highlights the juxtaposition. Furthermore, as part of institutional
ableism, educational ableism refers to the centering and focus on able-bodied students in schools;
dis/abled individuals who cannot conform to the prevailing societal vision are excluded and
marginalized.
Consistent with the critical perspectives of McRuer (2006), Tomlinson (2017), Dolmage
(2017), and Goodley (2014), Beratan (2006) contended that IDEA (2004) is deeply ingrained
with bias and discrimination. Beratan averred that instead of a civil rights or anti-discrimination
law, IDEA is primarily a funding bill in which there must be adherence to the law to accept
funding. To this end, states may choose to rely on compliance for funding rather than the
fulfillment of the spirit of IDEA. Additionally, Beratan examined the principles of free and
appropriate education and least restrictive environment in IDEA, concluding the existence of
inherent discrimination and marginalization in the textual discourse that indicates the devaluing
and problematizing of individuals with dis/abilities, a deficit-based approach, acceptance of the
need for assimilation and segregation, and adherence to prevalent ableist norms. Students in
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special classes continue to face the repercussions of ableism in schools and will need to subvert
and even transmute the institutional biases to meet their needs and plan for their futures.
Structure|Agency
Nevertheless, amid society’s structural able-bodied/minded dominance and compulsion,
there are students in special classes who decide their paths, attend and participate in their annual
planning meetings, advocate for themselves, enroll in classes of their choice, resist segregation,
graduate high school, and pursue their career of choice. Transition planning plays a vital role in
how students act to direct their lives. Mumbardó-Adam, Shogren, Guàrdia-Olmos, and Giné
(2017) found that with opportunities and support, students who are classified reported greater
ability to be causal agents. Furthermore, Wehmeyer et al. (2012) reported that students with
classifications had higher levels of self-determination when they received instruction in selfdetermination during transition planning. These students were agentic. They exercised their
agency within educational dis/ableism during the transition planning years to meet their needs
and successfully prepare to achieve their present and future goals and desires. I propose that
agency is a valuable characteristic for students to achieve their current and future needs, given
that dis/ableist notions present obstacles and adversity. Thus, students’ agency needs to be
studied to better affect programs and practice in educational institutions that improve and
develop their ability to act within dis/ableist structures.
This dissertation uses structure|agency theory (Bandura,1989; Emirbayer & Mische,
1998; Giddens, 1984; Sewell, 1992; Shilling, 1992) to describe students’ actions in relation to
their learning environment of educational ableism. While not formally named structure|agency
theory, agency theory encompasses the context of social structure. Sewell theorized agency and
its relationship and interdependence with the culture and environment—called structure. Thus,
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for this study, structure|agency refers to agency in relation to one’s social structure. Agency in
this research is operationalized as the ability of individuals with disabilities to act within and
against said dis/ableist structures. According to Sewell (1992), agency develops when people
operating within structures have knowledge of the rules and social understandings and can act
toward making changes to those structures. To this end, I put forth that agency can mitigate and
allay the effects of dis/ableism for students in special classes. I contend alongside theorists (see
Bandura, 1989; Giddens, 1984; Sewell, 1992) that agency is inherent in all people; everyone has
the ability to act within their environment. The participants in this study who learn in a system
steeped in educational dis/ableism engage in consistent agency toward determining their goals.
However, structure|agency theory alone is insufficient to address students’ actions to
achieve their goals. Thus, I borrow from causal agency theory, which derives from selfdetermination theory in special education (Wehmeyer, 1992, 2004). Causal agency adds to this
dissertation by integrating causation within structure|agency theory for the specific needs of
students in special classes to determine their paths in education. Wehmeyer defined selfdetermination theory as referring to the “attitudes and abilities required to act as the primary
causal agent in one’s life and to make choices regarding one’s actions free from undue external
influence or interference” (p. 305). Causal agency theory (Shogren et al., 2015), moreover,
described the notion that individuals make decisions and direct their lives. A combination of
structure|agency theory and causal agency theory converge to describe students’ agentic actions
within their environment of educational ableism toward self-determination and autonomy.
Providing that students’ agency is exhibited within their educational environment
structures, it is logical to assume that agentic behavior may differ in different spaces. Due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, the state in which this study took place was placed on lockdown, schools
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were closed, and students were transferred to distance learning. I examined students’ agency
during distance learning as well as in-person school.
Forms of Capital
Bourdieu’s (1986) forms of capital must be considered within structures in conjunction
with structure|agency theory to develop a deeper understanding. The theorist described capital as
“accumulated labor which, when appropriated on a private, exclusive, basis by agents or groups
of agents, enables them to appropriate social energy in the form of reified or living labor” (p.
241). Bourdieu (1986) opined the necessity of capital in accounting for structure. The theorist’s
forms of capital include economic, cultural, and social types that are essential components when
considering how students are agentic in their environmental, educational structures. Bourdieu
further noted the “structure of the distribution of the different types and subtypes of capital at a
given moment in time represents the immanent structure of the social world” (p. 241). Thus, it
was necessary to examine which forms of capital were utilized by students when they were
agentic and how those influenced their agency. In this study, capital serves to spotlight social
structures at the micro and macro levels, given that the habitus of Bourdieu’s forms of capital
emphasizes structure (Lovett, 2014).
Statement of the Problem
Despite decades of legislation (The Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975;
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 1997, 2004; Every Student Succeeds Act of
2015; No Child Left Behind Act of 2001) claiming the provision of rights, funding, and
numerous policies intending to improve equity and learning for students who are classified,
educational dis/ableism persists. Under IDEA’s classifications for students with dis/abilities,
ingrained institutional dis/ableism in legislation and society have resulted in students in special
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classes continuing to attend inequitable, deficit-based schools centered around able-bodiedness.
Furthermore, Beratan (2006) noted the entrenched dis/ableist notions within its policies,
structures, and practices. Consequential oppression through dis/ableism can contribute to agency
truncation and invisibility of students in special classes.
Current statistics from the NCES (2017a, 2017b, 2018, 2019a, 2019b, 2019c) support the
experienced lack of parity and diminished agency between classified students and their nonclassified peers. The NCES reported continued lower graduation rates for students with
dis/abilities at 67% compared to their non-classified peers who graduated at a rate of 85%
(NCES, 2018). Additionally, students classified with LD, those who scored between 65 and 79
on IQ tests, had 77% high school graduation rates (NCES, 2019b).
Of the seven million students classified under IDEA, 34% of those are labeled learning
disabled, and a large number of those students receive their education in a special class,
segregated from their non-classified peers (NCES, 2019c). According to data compiled by the
NCES (2019c), 60% of students classified with autism spectrum disorder spend less than 80% of
their school day in the general education classroom, and 30% of those classified with an LD
spent less than 80%. Moreover, for students in both of these categories, 18% of those classified
with autism spectrum disorder and 23% of those classified with an LD spend between 40% and
70% of their time in the general education classroom with non-classified peers. Among the 13
categories of dis/ability classifications, autism and LDs are the most common in the special
classes in the district of interest for this study. Students’ ability to act and direct their lives could
lead to improved outcomes of graduation rates and time spent in the general education
classroom.
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Moreover, extant research reported lower college enrollment for students who are
classified with autism spectrum disorder and LDs (Bouck, 2014; Grigal, Hart, & Migliore, 2011;
Newman et al., 2011; Sanford et al., 2011), decreased independent living after high school
(Bouck, 2012, 2014; Newman et al., 2011), and decreased wages and employment after high
school (Kumin & Schoenbrodt, 2016; Simonsen & Neubert, 2012). Studies have shown that selfdetermination and students’ ability to control their lives play a role in post-school outcomes,
such as their ability to live independently, the amount of wage earned, and the ability to be
employed (Wehmeyer, Palmer, Agran, Mithaug, & Martin, 2000; Wehmeyer et al., 2012;
Wehmeyer, Palmer, Shogren, Williams-Diehm, & Soukup, 2013). Given the dismal reports of
lagging outcomes and post-school outcomes for students who are classified, agency is theorized
as a necessary component to be studied as a way to ameliorate dis/ableist structures for students
in special classes. Provided that students in special classes face numerous obstacles attending
dis/ableist institutions, agentic actions are essential to meet their needs, determine their futures,
and have a productive educational experience.
Transition Planning
Transition planning is legislatively mandated by IDEA (2004) as a fundamental stage in
which students prepare for life after high school. Consequently, it is logical to assume that
agentic participation is necessary at this time. During transition planning, which must begin by
age 16 and can start as early as age 14 in some instances, students’ Individualized Education
Program must address the following:
Measurable postsecondary goals based upon age-appropriate transition
assessments related to training, education, employment, and, where appropriate,
independent living skills; the transition services (including courses of study)
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needed to assist the student in reaching those goals; and age-appropriate transition
assessments based on the individual needs of the student to be used to determine
appropriate measurable postsecondary goals. (Office of Special Education
Rehabilitative Services, 2017)
Given that students classified with dis/abilities are making decisions for their future, Morningstar
and Clavenna-Deane (2018) supported transition planning as a primary component of education.
However, evident dis/ableism in educational structures (Goodley, 2014; Tomlinson, 2017)
continues to segregate and discriminate against students who are classified with dis/abilities.
Inherent systems of oppression limit students’ equity and actions. Thus, it was necessary to study
students’ ability to act within their compulsory, able-bodied environment during the transitionplanning stage.
Given that students plan for life after high school during the transition years, they may
attend their annual meeting for the Committee on Special Education where goals are discussed
and created (Morningstar & Clavenna-Deane (2018). The authors noted that necessary
components of transition planning are students’ self-determination and self-advocacy. To
achieve their educational goals, students in special classes who are in the process of transition
planning must be causal agents (Shogren et al., 2015) to circumvent and overcome adversity and
obstacles in a discriminatory, deficit-based educational system to effectively plan for their future.
Statement of Purpose
The persistence of institutional dis/ableism in education precipitated the necessity for the
study of students’ agency, the ability and capacity to act within and against the structure in which
one exists and operates (Bandura,1989; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Giddens, 1984; Sewell,
1992; Shilling, 1992). Hence, student agency is fundamental for transition-age students who
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have historically been marginalized and oppressed. Additionally, causal agency (Shogren et al.
2015, Wehmeyer, 2004) addresses the actions made toward self-determination for students who
are classified as they act within their ableist educational environment. This study also aimed to
understand how students draw from their capital to be agentic in school. The purpose of this
critical phenomenological study was to understand how high school students in special classes
make sense of their lived agentic experiences as they navigate their transition-planning years
during distance learning and in-person school. The data obtained from this study can aid in
program development and the dismantlement of ableist views in schools.
Critical Frameworks
This critically oriented study addressed institutional dis/ableism in education that results
in the oppression of students who are classified. The theoretical framework collectively utilizing
crip theory (McRuer, 2006), structure|agency theory (Sewell, 1992), capital theory (Bourdieu,
1989), and causal agency theory (Shogren et al., 2015; Wehmeyer, 2004) guided and supported
this study and layered at the micro and macro levels. First, a critical framework of crip theory
(McRuer, 2006) served to address educational dis/ableism in all of its forms at the macro level
that impedes students’ equity. Additionally, structure|agency examined students’ agency as a
way of truncating and ameliorating dis/ableist attitudes in education while resisting and
protesting the social structure. The notion that an individual’s actions function within and is
affected by the culture or structure (see Bandura,1989; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Giddens,
1984; Sewell, 1992; Shilling, 1992) at the macro level and meso levels is a good fit for this
study, given that students are actors within schools founded on dis/ableist ideology.
Self-determination is an essential aspect of transition planning for students who are
classified with dis/abilities (Morningstar & Clavenna-Deane, 2018; Wehmeyer, Agran, &
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Hughes, 1998), so Shogren’s (2015) causal agency theory was utilized to examine how students’
actions cause the realization of their goals within the dis/ableist special education system.
Moreover, Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of forms of capital conceptualize and frame this
study at the micro and macro levels. Specifically, Bourdieu’s capital theory complements
structure|agency theory with its forms of capital as essential components leveraged toward
agency. A combination of the layered components of structure|agency, the critical framework of
crip theory and causal agency theory, and forms of capital functioned to thoroughly study
students’ agentic actions in a dis/ableist educational system.
Research Questions
(1) How do students in special classes make sense of their lived agentic experiences during
distance learning and in-person school?
(a) When and how do students apply their agency during distance learning and in-person
school?
(b) In what ways are students causal agents during distance learning and in-person
school?
(c) In what ways do students experience agency in transition planning during distance
learning and in-person school?
(2) What types of capital do students choose to draw upon toward their agency?
Methodology and Design
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) have noted that qualitative research is concerned with the
process of how individuals construct meaning and make sense of their world. Furthermore,
qualitative research centers participants and represents their perspectives (Bodgan & Biklen,
2007). Since I was concerned with students’ agency and their lived experiences, this dissertation
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utilized qualitative methodology. Qualitative methods are philosophically based on social
constructivism in which ontology describes multiple realities, and epistemology describes that
knowledge is constructed by participants from their experiences and social contexts. Thus, I
explored how students in special classes make meaning of their agency within their structures of
the school environment. Participants’ perspectives were collected as data.
Critical Phenomenology
Phenomenological research focuses on how participants experience and make meaning of
their lifeworld and describe their interaction with a unique phenomenon (van Manen, 2016).
Therefore, a phenomenological design is a good fit for this study that aimed to deeply examine
students’ lived experiences in the unique situation of being classified with a dis/ability and
situated in special classes in high school during the transition-planning years. Given that
institutional dis/ableism is built upon societal power and dominance, the theoretical framework
of crip theory is a good fit to explore hegemonic attitudes and cultural tendencies that label and
categorize for power at the macro level.
Additionally, structure|agency theory (Sewell, 1992) nicely attends to students’ dis/ableist
environment at the micro and macro levels. Moreover, Bourdieu’s (1986) forms of capital
addresses student agency at the micro and macro levels. Last, causal agency theory (Shogren et
al., 2015; Wehmeyer, 2004) further examines students’ agency at the micro level. Critical
phenomenology design guidelines drove data collection from a post-structuralist, transformative
perspective in which students determine their realities as they engage in dis/ableist schools with
inherent discriminatory practices. Students in special classes are uniquely situated in schools
founded on dis/ableism and they solely can describe their experiences and actions in this multilevel discriminatory system.
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Site and Participants
When utilizing a phenomenological design, Merriam and Tisdell (2016) have noted that
researchers interested in lived experience must go directly “to the things themselves,” to the
place where the phenomenon exists. Consequently, I spent three months virtually interviewing
students from Hillsboro High School (pseudonym), a large, suburban high school district in the
northeastern United States. Hillsboro High School was a good fit because of the large, diverse
population and special class program for special education. Additionally, this high school fit the
criteria for purposeful selection of participants since it included students who are classified with
dis/abilities and participating in the transition process.
Through purposeful sampling, I chose five consenting participants from Hillsboro High
School who are classified with dis/abilities. Additional criteria were students who are in at least
two special classes and of transition planning age 15 years or older. Moreover, students needed
the ability to participate in a 40-minute virtual interview and read at a third-grade level to
provide written assent.
Data Collection and Analysis
Qualitative data, in the form of interviews and photovoicing using virtual conferencing
applications, were collected during the data-collection period of three months. Seidman’s (2019)
series of three interviews were merged with additional critical, qualitative methods to center and
increase accessibility and interest for the participant stakeholders. Data collection was conducted
via Zoom video conferencing virtually from students’ homes and Rev.com was used for
interview transcription. The data analysis software Dedoose was used to store, organize, and
code the data for analysis. Observations and reflexive notes were recorded on protocols.
Transcriptions were coded for emergent themes and subsequent findings.
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Assumptions
This study is founded on the theoretical premise that institutional dis/ableism in education
is systemically pervasive and affects the educational circumstances and gains of students who are
classified. Additionally, I assert that everyone possesses agency, which is an essential component
for students who are classified to determine their lives. There is a supposition based on extant
literature that students who are classified with disabilities and learn in special classes are agentic
in their dis/ableist learning environment. Agency is associated with self-determination theory
(Deci & Ryan, 2002; Petcu, Van Horn & Shogren 2017), which has been shown to predict
postsecondary education in students who are classified. Students’ ability to act toward their selfdetermination is also a critical component during the transition-planning stage (Morningstar &
Clavenna-Deane, 2018).
Delimitations
In qualitative research, the researcher is the primary instrument of data collection
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018) and, as such, must examine one’s positionality and biases. I am a
special educator who has worked with students who are classified with dis/abilities and placed in
special classes to learn, and thus, a component of the dis/ableist system as well as a witness to
students’ grievances. I have witnessed and sympathized with students’ complaints while they
learn in schools steeped in ableist dominant ideology. Furthermore, by choosing a critical
orientation and design for this dissertation, I explicitly illustrate my post-structuralist inclination.
As a result, I attempted to “bridle” my positionality, as Vagle (2018) recommended. Bridling
suggests that the researcher’s positionality and biases are continually pushing, pulling, and
shifting while attempting to hold onto the reins.
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Moreover, the intentionality between researcher and participants is continuously
morphing in social contexts; this is addressed in phenomenological design, as the researcher’s
experiences and background are embedded in the study. Lastly, this qualitative research
consisted of a small number of participants (5) to gain a deeper understanding of their
perspectives. Roberts (2010) noted that qualitative research is concerned with the “essential
character or nature of something, not the quantity” (p. 143). Thus, the critical phenomenological
study virtually collected data in the natural setting of a limited number of participants for a more
profound comprehension of student agency.
Results
This dissertation shows that students who are classified with dis/abilities and learn in
special classes are agentic actors in determining their paths in school. The analysis also
discovered the relationship between transition planning and students’ agency. Novel findings of
agentic relationships, academic agency, orientations in space within dis/ableist structures, and
agentic characteristics emerged from the data analysis. I looked for the cripping of abilities by
students and the use of the capital toward agentic actions. Themes of friendships, humor, pursuit
of knowledge, use of support and resources, and agentic characteristics such as selfdetermination illustrated students’ agency in their learning environment. In their spaces,
however, students’ agency was mostly impeded by the environment. The students were unable to
be agentic within their physical environment. Participants were agentic in causing things to
happen toward their goals and successes. Additionally, students harnessed the social and cultural
capital toward their agency and consequently built more capital. Evident in the findings was an
insightful examination of the dialectical relationship between students’ agency and their
environment. From participants’ series of virtual interviews, the findings revealed rich and in-
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depth understandings of the education system and dis/ableism through the use of a critical,
phenomenological approach.
Significance and Social Impact of Study
In an inherently oppressive educational system entrenched with bias and discrimination,
this study contributed to the research regarding students who are classified with dis/abilities and
learn in special classes and their development and use of agency. I aimed to fill a void in the
literature about how students in special classes use their agency to navigate during the transition
years. While a good deal of accumulated quantitative research focused on transition-age students
who are classified and transition planning (Bouck, 2014; Mumbardó-Adam et al., 2017;
Wehmeyer et al., 2012; Woods, 2010), few studies centered students’ perspectives. Furthermore,
there are no studies of which I am aware that examine the agentic lived experiences of transitionage students in special classes. Extant research has established agency’s association with selfdetermination and necessitated an understanding of the students’ agentic experiences and skills.
Thus, it was necessary to explore students’ experiences in special classes to understand their
actions within and against educational ableism to change and implement programs. Novel
findings revealed students’ agentic actions in relation to their socially constructed environment.
Social Impact
This study aimed to increase awareness of the lives of high school students in special
classes as they navigated dis/ableist educational structures. Second, this study hoped to spotlight
and aid in the dismantlement of dis/ableist views by centering and focusing on students’
perspectives of their agency. I have cautioned the reader with my researcher stance and critical
orientation to challenge and change dis/ableist educational systems. A primary hope of this study
is to establish the oppressive nature of education systems and the agentic students who thrive and
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attain their goals despite subjection. Last, with this study, I aimed to inform equitable
programming for students as the system begins to dismantle and tilt toward equity for students
who are classified.
This chapter provided an introduction to this study, encompassing background
information and briefly summarizing each chapter’s content. Chapter Two builds upon the
introduction and explores the literature in each area, leading to the rationale for conducting this
study. Additionally, chapter two also describes the theoretical frameworks of crip theory,
structure|agency theory, causal agency theory, and capital theory to highlight institutional
dis/ableism and the necessity for students’ agency within the oppressive system. Next, Chapter
Three describes the critical, phenomenological methodology, design, and analysis of this study
and provides ontological and epistemological justification for those choices. Chapter Four
identifies and explores the results of this study and their connection to theory. Last, Chapter Five
discusses the findings of this dissertation study and offers perspective and significance, before
offering a summary and conclusion.
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Chapter Two:
Literature Review
“Education is the process by which we become a part of society” (Greenstein, 2016). For
many students classified with dis/abilities, education is the process by which they are segregated
from society, othered, and marginalized in schools with dis/ableism and compulsive ablebodiedness (Campbell, 2009; Dolmage, 2017; Goodley, 2014; Greenstein, 2016; Titchkosky,
2011; Tomlinson, 2017). Students with dis/abilities are afforded large amounts of resources and
focus in current educational systems (Department of Education, 2018; Special Education
Expenditure Project, 2004), yet exist on the fringe of those systems. Dis/ableist educational
institutions in which the mythical typical, normative, and average students and bodies are
centered and privileged result in inequities for students classified with dis/abilities NCES, 2017b,
2018). Specifically, students in small special classes who are segregated from non-classified
students experience dis/ableist structures that may truncate their education and produce
undesirable outcomes (Rea, McLaughlin, & Walther-Thomas, 2002; Theobald et al., 2019).
Moreover, students who are classified with dis/abilities make important choices for life after high
school as part of mandated transition planning that begins at 16 years old but can start earlier in
some states. Studies regarding transition planning and transition programming services for
students who are classified with dis/abilities show that services and outcomes (Newman et al.,
2011; Shogren & Plotner, 2012) are also impacted and truncated by dis/ableism and compulsive
able-bodiedness embedded in schools.
Human agency, the multi-dimensional relational construct of the efficacy of human
action in relation to their environment or structure (Bandura, 1989; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998;
Giddens, 1984; Sewell, 1992; Shilling, 1992), has the ability to forge within and against
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dis/ableist structures. Sewell (1992) posited that everyone has agency. The theorist’s
conceptualization of structure and agency noted their dialectal relationship. Schoon and
Heckhausen (2019) underscored Sewell’s theory noting the ongoing struggle regarding an
individual’s agency and environmental factors along with their respective roles. Thus, students
classified with dis/abilities in special classes are in continuous contention with their dis/ableist
environment. As inherent agentic beings, students in special classes are uniquely positioned to
offer their perspectives of wresting and contesting with their educational environment.
Additionally, Dong, Fabian, and Luecking (2016) found that post-school outcomes in the
form of employment outcomes were primarily attributed to students and less on school structure
during transition planning. This study suggested that as agentic beings, students can make
decisions and direct their futures despite an oppressive environment. There is, however, a dearth
in the literature pertaining to the agency of students in special classes. Moreover, after
completing a thorough review of the extant research, I could not find studies that take a critical
perspective of the dis/ableist systems and agentic experiences of students classified as having
dis/abilities within special classes during their transition years. Thus, this study aimed to gain
students’ perspectives in special classes as they exercised their agency to make critical decisions
for life during and after high school.
At the onset of data collection for this study, the COVID-19 global pandemic precipitated
a national lockdown. Consequently, schools were closed and students were quickly transferred to
distance learning via a virtual online learning platform. Students who are classified with
dis/abilities in special classes learned virtually from home for the remainder of the school year.
Initially, the faculty posted assignments with due dates and later transitioned to some virtual live
classes. As a whole, distance learning was a novel experience for everyone involved. Provided
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with unprecedented and unexpected circumstances, I decided to include distance learning in this
study. Provided with theoretical purchase from McRuer (2006), Campbell (2009), and Goodley
(2014) that dis/ableist learning systems exist in schools, it was a natural step to hypothesize that
the dis/ableist environment might be transposed to students’ learning environment at home. My
decision was further corroborated by the theorists of structure|agency theory (see Bandura, 1989;
Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Giddens, 1984; Sewell, 1992; Shilling, 1992) that agency is often in
relationship with context and the environmental structure. Thus, students were in a new
environment within the dis/ableist educational system. Therefore, I examined students’ agency
during distance learning.
This chapter reviews the extant literature regarding dis/ableist educational institutions and
the necessity for the study of students’ agentic experiences in special classes during transition.
Students in special classes are those individuals who have been classified with a dis/ability and
placed in small classes of up to 15 students with a teacher and a teacher’s assistant. This critical,
phenomenological study aimed to understand how students in these special classes acted within
and against aspects of dis/ableist educational structures at the micro and macro levels, and how
their actions demonstrate their lived experiences, choices, and identities.
I drew from crip theory and structure|agency theory as philosophical and social
perspectives and constructs to establish the micro and macro levels of institutional dis/ableism in
the form of educational dis/ableism. Additionally, crip theory and structure|agency theory were
the lenses through which I sought to understand students’ lived agentic experiences within their
learning environments. Bone (2017) has noted that critical dis/ability studies, a foundation of
crip theory, can “personalize the disabled experience by basing it in the rhetoric of individual
impairment and the social difficulties it then created” (p. 1306). McRuer (2006), who theorized
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crip theory, noted the significance of neoliberalism in influencing the production of oppression
of individuals with dis/abilities. Here, the theorist considered economic, cultural, and social
constructs of dis/abledness, which leads to a question of individuals’ capital within their systems
of education. Therefore, crip theory, a critical theory grounded in the social model of dis/ability,
is a good fit for this study that planned to examine the lived experiences of students in special
classes and their agency within the dis/ableist educational structure. Additionally, causal agency
theory (Shogren et al., 2015), derived from self-determination theory (Wehmeyer, 1992, 2004)
and a component of agency, also examined students’ actions toward their self-determination.
Last, Bourdieu’s (1986) forms of capital were necessary to explore the social context and
environment of students’ dis/ableist schools in which students utilized their capital. I addressed
student agency and the dialectical relationship with their environments on the micro and macro
levels with crip, structure|agency, causal agency, and capital theories.
To inform these questions, I have arranged the literature review for this study into
sections beginning with a description of students in special classes, then the theoretical
frameworks of crip theory, structure|agency theory, causal agency theory, and capital theory. I
then provide background information on dis/ableism and its development, and transition
planning. Last, I delve into the literature pertaining to students’ agency and its intersection with
crip theory and build a case for the necessity of my study to fill a gap in the research.
Students in Special Classes
Current national data reveal that students classified with a dis/ability continue to suffer
the implications of institutional dis/ableism and compulsory able-bodiedness with lower
outcomes when compared to non-classified students. While national graduation rates for all
students with dis/abilities have increased over the past years to the current 65.5%, that is well
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below the national rate of 84% for all students (NCES, 2018). Additionally, 30% of all students
with dis/abilities did not graduate with a regular diploma (NCES, 2019a). Moreover, the
segregation of students with dis/abilities persists as they spent less of their school day in the
general education classroom (NCES, 2019a). Only 62.5% of students with dis/abilities spent
80% or more of their school day in the general education classroom; 37.5% of students with
dis/abilities spent less than 80% of their school day in the general education classroom (NCES,
2019c). These findings provide credence to the notion that dis/ableism continues to present
obstacles for students who are classified with dis/abilities.
A significant component of the dis/ableist educational institution is the classification and
placement of students in schools. The population of students who are placed in special classes is
especially impacted by dis/ableism since they face segregation and inequities because of separate
class instruction. In the particular site of interest for this study, Hillsboro High School
(pseudonym), a number of students in special classes are classified with a specific LD. Students’
classification of LD is established by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004
(2019), with 13 categories of dis/abilities through which students who are classified may receive
special education and support services. Students with an LD classification are often segregated
from peers in small classes comprised of other students who are classified, and consequently
experience institutional dis/ableism through segregation. The National Center for Learning
Disabilities (2013) reported a high risk of dropout for students with LD, with graduation rates of
68% for those students who graduated with a regular diploma. The 68% graduation rate for
students classified with LD remains below the national rate of 84.1% graduation rate for all
students (NCES, 2017a). Thus, students’ classification of LD is a cause of discrimination and
oppression and questions equity in legislation.
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LD is specifically defined by IDEA which states what qualifies for the classification and
the areas involved:
A disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in
understanding or in using language, spoken or written, that may manifest itself in
the imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or to do
mathematical calculations. (§ 300.8)
Additionally, IDEA states that LD may not be caused by an intellectual disability, which is
manifested by “significantly subaverage general intellectual functioning, existing concurrently
with deficits in adaptive behavior and manifested during the developmental period, that
adversely affects a child’s educational performance” (§ 300.8). A number of students who are
classified with LD and in special classes display IQ scores between 70 and 85 in the very low
and low average categories on the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children, 5th Edition (Pearson,
n.d.) but do not place in the intellectual disability classification. Here, we see a discrepancy in
the classifications and students’ educational needs.
According to the NCES, of the seven million classified students in the United States, 34%
are labeled with LD (2019a). These students were formerly considered “borderline intellectual
functioning” due to their IQ scores in the very low and low average ranges on the WISC V
(Pearson, n.d.). However, the criteria for an intellectual disability classification have changed
where IQ scores are not the sole criteria for classification, and adaptive functioning is also taken
into consideration. For students with an LD classification, there are no significant deficits in
adaptive functioning. Given IDEA’s definition of LD, students with LD should not have very
low and low average IQ scores or be placed in small special classes.
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The subject of classification for students with LD in special classes is an interesting and
confusing one since the definition of LD requires that the dis/ability not be caused by an
intellectual disability. Yet, the students with LD have very low and low average IQ scores,
leading to the question of accurate classification. Students who score below 70 on IQ tests are
generally placed in the life skills program, which teaches students to be successful in the facets
of daily life. The 13 categories of classification defined and utilized by IDEA to serve students
with dis/abilities appear to be incomplete since students with LD in special classes do not neatly
fit into one category. The lack of an appropriate classification by legislation is further evidence
of the critique offered by crip theory’s notions of hegemonic mythical normalcy, compulsory
able-bodiedness, and industrial capitalist systems that seek to provide the appearance of choice
and support where there is none.
Furthermore, the use of standardized IQ tests have a history of discrimination against
individuals who are dis/abled. IQ tests were initially designed by Simon and Binet to identify
students who were having difficulty in school and needed help (Fletcher & Hattie, 2011) and
were made popular in the American educational system by Henry Goddard (Benjamin, 2009).
Goddard translated and developed his version of The Binet and Simon Test of Intellectual
Capacity and used it to spread his ideology of eugenics (Fletcher & Hattie, 2011). Goddard’s
version of eugenics believed that the reproduction of “feeble minded” people should be
prevented. The perceived dis/ability was undesirable, and thousands of individuals were
sterilized to prevent reproduction (Fletcher & Hattie, 2011). Despite its roots in the eugenics
movement in the United States, IQ tests are still commonly used to identify and classify students
with dis/abilities to receive support services.
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Transition Planning
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004 (2019) mandates transition
planning for life after high school for students classified with dis/abilities. The importance of
transition planning became evident after the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for
Special Education Research collected data on students receiving special education for ages
between 13 and 16 years beginning in 1989 (Institute for Education Sciences, National Center
for Education Research, n.d.). As part of the mandated assessment for IDEA, the National
Longitudinal Transition Study collected data from 1989 to 1999, and then the National
Longitudinal Transition Study–2 collected data from 2000 to 2010. Information gathered by both
studies uncovered poor post-school outcomes for students with disabilities and undergirded the
need for transition planning in high school (Institute for Education Sciences, National Center for
Education Research, n.d.). The participants of this study are in high school at the transition
planning age, where their agency may affect their programming outcomes.
Transition planning in high school provides the means for postsecondary
education preparation and young adulthood for students in special classes. With careful
planning, goal setting, and participation in a specialized curriculum, the transition process
prepares students with dis/abilities for life after the public education system. Transition
planning for students in high school must begin at age 16 as required by IDEA and earlier
in some states. In northeastern United States, where this study was conducted, transition
planning on students’ IEP begins at age 15.
Students with dis/abilities participate in specialized curriculum and functional
instruction designed to facilitate transitioning to postsecondary options. According to
Morningstar and Clavenna-Deane (2018), transition services include inclusion and access
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to the general education curriculum, independent living skills, vocational and career
development, family involvement, self-determination, postsecondary education, and
community inclusion. Legislation has established the process and climate for students
with dis/abilities by indicating their rights and services afforded in the education system.
Accordingly, the frameworks of crip theory and structure|agency theory provide the basis
to examine legislation and policy that applies to students in special classes.
Research regarding transition planning commonly measures transition results in
employment/vocational rehabilitation (jobs and wages), independence, and postsecondary
education as outcomes mandated by IDEA (2019). Studies have identified predictors of positive
results during the transition process for students with disabilities (Haber et al., 2016; Petcu, Van
Horn, & Shogren, 2017; Test et al., 2009). These studies establish the importance of several
components of transition as predictors of postschool outcomes, such as college choice. Petcu et
al. (2017) determined that some characteristics of agency such as self-determination increased
autonomy and were significant in predicting postsecondary education while others were not
significant. For example, autonomy greatly predicted postsecondary enrollment, while only selfrealization predicted the completion of a four-year degree. The evidence related to characteristics
of agency in the literature about transition planning lends credence to the significance of this
study to understand students’ agency in dis/ableist school structures during the transitionplanning years.
Distance Learning
The COVID-19 global pandemic resulted in over 186 million students missing school
(UNICEF, 2021). In the northeastern United States where this study was conducted, students
transitioned to distance learning via a virtual learning platform in March 2020. For the purposes
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of this study, I utilized Moore et al.’s (2010) definition of distance learning formulated from the
convergence of descriptions in the literature. According to Moore and colleagues, distance
learning is “some form of instruction that occurs between two parties (a learner and an
instructor), it is held at different times and/or places and uses varying forms of instructional
materials” (p. 130). The participants of this study learned from home via a virtual learning
platform on a variety of their personal devices. Studies regarding distance learning/online
learning/e-learning are not novel in higher education, as institutions have long offered online
classes and degrees (Markova et al., 2017; Moore et al., 2010; Shen et al., 2013). Moreover,
students who are classified with dis/abilities appear in the literature pertaining to distance
learning (Abdulrahman & Tyler-Wood, 2017; Kim & Fienup, 2021; Roberts et al., 2011).
However, the novel experience of distance learning during a pandemic for high school students
in special classes exposed a dearth in the literature. Consequently, this study addressed distance
learning to understand how students experience their agency when learning from home virtually.
Theoretical Framework
This critical phenomenological study is framed by crip theory (McRuer, 2006) and
structure|agency theory (Sewell, 1992). Structure|agency theory and crip theory converge to
construct a veneer through which to view students’ actions in educational dis/ableism.
Additionally, causal agency theory (Shogren et al., 2015; Wehmeyer, 2004) and Bourdieu’s
(1986) forms of capital serve as lenses that explored students’ agency toward their selfdetermination and the forms of capital upon which they draw. Without a theoretical framework,
it is difficult to understand the problem, the focus of the study, as well as an analytic approach to
data (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). An amalgamation of theories was necessary for strategic
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focus on the problem: the agentic actions of classified students as they navigate and act within
and against institutional ableism on the micro and macro levels of the educational environment.
The critical theory, crip theory, lends a post-structuralist, transformative epistemology at
the macro level of institutional dis/ableism in education. McRuer (2006) drew from critical
disability studies to provide a foundation to understand dis/ableism and compulsory ablebodiedness at the societal level. The micro level of educational dis/ableism is highlighted
through the use of the structure|agency, and causal agency and forms of capital are also explored
at the micro level. Student agency transverses all levels of structures with its dialectical
relationship with structure. The proceeding section examines the extant research that converges
to necessitate my study. To understand the lifeworlds of students’ agency, I located this study at
the convergence of crip theory, structure|agency theory, causal agency theory, and capital theory.
Crip Theory and its Foundations
Developed at the intersection of disability studies and queer theory, McRuer’s (2006) crip
theory claimed its name from the dis/abled community as it described a struggle against ablebodiedness and pride in blurring the lines of identity. McRuer (2006) theorized that crip theory
“emerges from cultural studies traditions that question the order of things, considering how and
why it is constructed and naturalized; how it is embedded in complex economic, social, and
cultural relations; and how it might be changed” (p. 2). Long (2018) substantiated McRuer’s
imbricated crip theory when the author opined, “understanding the disabled, queer, and/or ethnic
body as bound together can help to explore the multiple ways these bodies are regulated by
neoliberal ideology” (p. 82). This connects to my stance on the theory of interdependence (see
Kelley et al., 2003), that individuals’ outcomes are affected by interactions beyond themselves
instead of a focus on neoliberal independence. While crip theory also attends to the normality of
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able-bodiedness as it pertains to heterosexuality and consequent abnormality of homosexuality,
in this study, I focus on the theory’s component of “compulsory able-bodiedness” (p. 2) and
fluidity of identity for those students in special classes within their spaces. Of note are instances
of scholarly disagreement with the capabilities of crip theory (Bone, 2017; Jenks, 2019). For
instance, Bone (2017) questioned crip theory’s capacity to accomplish its goals of the fluidity of
identities if anyone can identify as crip. Nevertheless, a number of scholars (see Kafer, 2019;
Long, 2018) offered theoretical purchase and substantiation for crip theory that attest to its
robustness.
Identity is a major component of crip theory. McRuer situated crip theory in society’s
central and preferred identities of compulsory able-bodiedness in which the dis/abled body is
inferior and compared to abled-bodied identities. Kannen (2008) furthermore noted that “identity
categories encourage recognition and yet, they also obscure how this recognition comes to mean”
(p. 149). Crip theory has linked individual identities to queerness in which social order is
calculated upon the ideal body type as part of a binary category of able and disabled. In queering
disability studies, McRuer (2006) theorized that “claiming disability in and around queer
theory…helps create critically disabled spaces overlapping with the critically queer spaces that
activists and scholars have shaped…identify and challenge the ongoing consolidation
of…heterosexual, able-bodied hegemony” (p. 19). Thus, McRuer’s (2017) association of
dis/ability to queerness in their commonality of constructed perfect or typical categories in which
individuals may claim their identities of dis/abled for ownership and agency is significant for
students who are classified and must learn within compulsory able-bodiedness in school.
Crip theory was necessary for a social constructivist conceptualization of extant research
and the perspectives of students who are classified within institutional dis/ableism in schools to
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replace the positivist medical model of analysis of dis/ability. Davis (1997) noted that “disability
as a topic is under-theorized” due to reliance and control of a medical model. Long (2018)
discussed the individuals’ understanding of self that is dependent on neoliberal governmentality.
The author helped in seeking an understanding of “power as social control administered through
disciplinary institutions such as educational system…” (p. 79). In combining crip theory and
structure|agency theory, I offer a broader worldwide social constructivist framework by which to
theorize and conceptualize this study. From a social constructivist viewpoint, crip theory
examined students’ agency from their perspectives and lived experiences on the macro, meso,
and micro levels of the institution, school, and self, respectively, from the compulsory ablebodiedness perspective. Structure|agency theory provided the dialectal perspective between
dis/ableist societal, institutional, and individual structures and students’ agency. Causal agency
theory and capital theory addressed students’ agentic actions in their schools.
Crip theory has been used to study a variety of current subjects, often in fringe spaces
(Fletcher & Primack, 2017; Kafer, 2019; Rainey, 2019) and at the intersection of queer and
dis/ability (see Gahman, 2017). Rainey (2019) combined queer and critical disability studies to
examine how characters in films identified and changed their bodies to be with their partners.
Rainey discussed the impact of devaluing differences and embodied change because of perceived
lesser identities. Additionally, Kafer (2019) utilized crip theory as a critique of technology’s aim
and focus on moving the dis/abled toward the mythical normalcy. The author instead theorized
crip kin-making in which technology portrayed connections and relationships. The studies by
Rainey (2019) and Kafer (2019) laid the foundation for my study by complementing my
argument that crip theory professes the centering and valuing of differences and fluidity of
identities, which distances itself from normative ideologies.
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Scholarly research grounded in crip theory has addressed literature and the
representations of dis/ability (Mitchell, Snyder, & Ware, 2014). Curricular cripistemologies in
classrooms were proposed to invite a I-evaluation of normative liberal notions and reposition
disability as desirable and beneficial (Mitchell, Snyder, & Ware, 2014). For example, crip
theory’s impetus toward interdependency and critique of inclusion undergirds the theoretical
standing of this study to examine the agency of students in special classes.
Crip theory is a good fit for my study with its foundation in critical disability studies
since I planned to take a critical perspective toward systems of dis/ableism as I gain perspectives
from students who are classified with dis/abilities and placed in special classes, and learn about
their actions in and against the school environment. I argue alongside critical theorists Campbell
(2009), Dolmage (2017), Goodley (2014), McRuer (2006, 2017), and Tomlinson (2017) that
schools exist as a part of dis/ableist systems that were constructed as a result of neoliberal
governmentality and values to provide and retain power for a dominant normative group.
McRuer (2006) noted that even though crip theory has its roots in disability studies and queer
theory, it aims to center dis/ability identity as commonplace and standard. Moreover, crip theory
suggests that compulsive able-bodiedness and neoliberal values are the common thread between
critical disability studies and queer theory. Thus, crip theory aims to crip abilities and make
dis/ability desirable. Consequently, students who are classified with a dis/ability exist within
hegemonic systems as well as in fringe spaces while creating their identities that influence their
agency. An examination of the foundational understanding of critical disability studies/theory is
required for further inspection of crip theory.
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Critical Disability Theory
A foundation of crip theory, critical disability theory, which emerged from critical
disability studies and disability studies (Meekosha & Shuttleworth, 2017), has become the
preferred name for researchers taking a critical perspective of dis/ability. For the purposes of this
dissertation, critical disability theory (CDT) encompasses its previous versions of critical
disability studies and disability studies as a foundation of crip theory. CDT, the foundation for
crip theory, has provided a critique on the social, historical, and institutional constructs upon
which dis/ableism was founded in schools. McRuer (2006) has put forth “compulsory ablebodiedness functions by covering over, with the appearance of choice, a system in which there
actually is no choice” (p. 8). Along those lines, CDT “calls upon critical social theory which
challenges the very way that the status quo is construed and maintains a space for critical reason
to achieve a more participatory and egalitarian society” (Meekosha & Shuttleworth, 2017, p.
175). The authors also emphasized the objective of CDT to “restructure cultural meanings, social
processes, and politics” (p. 175) and critique the normative status quo. Thus, crip theory sought
to crip disability studies by both the non-disabled and disabled identifying “coming out as crip”
(p. 37) to support as well as confuse non-binary classifications of ability.
Meekosha and Shuttleworth (2017) described CDT as having “accompanied a social,
political, and intellectual I-evaluation of explanatory paradigms used to understand the lived
experience of dis/abled people and potential ways forward for social, political, and economic
change” (p. 177). Standing on the shoulder of CDT, crip theory with additional roots in queer
theory assesses, reconstructs, and obscures categories of identities. My study, which is focused
on students in special classes and the agency they display, drew upon crip theory and its
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foundational roots of CDT and queer theory to assess systemic dis/ableism and students’ agency
as part of the institution.
Dis/ableism
Dis/ableism and its creation are a deeper and necessary base for understanding crip
theory and the dis/abled identity. McRuer (2006) refers to the two-fold term as compulsory ablebodiedness, society’s compelling need to categorize ability, especially in the binary. Fenton
(2016) declared that dis/ability is ubiquitous. There are one billion people in the world (15%)
who live with at least one dis/ability, and 95 million are children 14 years of age and under
(World Health Organization, 2011). Additionally, the World Health Organization has stated that
it is likely that each of us will experience a dis/ability in our lifetime. Moreover, these statistics
substantiate the fact that people who are dis/abled are the largest worldwide minority group. Crip
theorists have conceptualized the universality of dis/ability as cripping from its queer roots or
blurring the lines of whose abilities are identified.
Nevertheless, individuals with dis/abilities continue to be stigmatized, marginalized, and
denied equitable opportunities and access to the rights granted able-bodied/minded society.
While the world slowly moved toward equity for persons with dis/abilities over the recent
decades, dis/ableism persists. In many cases, dis/ableism and compulsory able-bodiedness are
unconscious and inherent where individuals and groups are unaware of its presence and
privileged afforded to one group; it is neatly, smoothly, and invisibly built into institutional and
communal structures. Within institutions of education, students who are classified engage with
dis/ableist standards and consequences in a strongly legislated, widely accepted, and lauded
special education system.
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In this dissertation, the term dis/ableism, theorized by Goodley (2014), identifies and
represents the dual components of ableism and disableism, and ability and disability for students
classified with dis/abilities that are the roots of crip theory. Goodley offered theoretical purchase
that disableism cannot exist without ableism. One cannot contemplate disability without the
identification and understanding of ability; hence, dis/ability and dis/ableism. The theorist further
noted the unattainability of ideological ableism that was undergirded by McRuer (2006) when he
proclaimed the impossibility of able-bodiedness and heteronormativity. Thus, Goodley posited
that dis/ableism exists to purposely afford privilege to society’s chosen culture and alternatively
oppresses the group deemed to be lesser. Crip theory takes to task neoliberal capitalism and its
socio-cultural system that have stigmatized and controlled capital, resulting in the oppression of
individuals (McRuer, 2006). Consequently, students classified with dis/abilities continue to
endure pervasive dis/ableist ideologies in schools as they are segregated in special classes and
receive different instruction and instructors.
It is evident that ableism cannot be contemplated with the consideration of its dual
component, disableism; they are two sides of the same coin. Accordingly, dis/ableism more
comprehensively and profoundly describes society’s dual oppressive stance toward the dis/abled.
Societal oppressive duality is illustrated in an ableist-centered and prioritized society, and
concurrently, in the abnormality and devaluing of disability. Goodley (2014) substantiated the
dual and binary term of dis/ableism by postulating “the oppressive practices of contemporary
society that threaten to exclude, eradicate, and neutralize those individuals, bodies, minds, and
community practices that fail to fit the capitalist imperative” (p. xi). Consequently, ableism is the
practice of centering and prioritizing the able-bodied and able-minded. The author contended
that “dis/ableism originated from a sociological, economic, and cultural perspective rather than
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psychological, embodied, or medical” (Goodley, 2014, p. 3). Not only is ableism the centering of
abledness and the consequent oppression of disabledness, theorists (Goodley, 2014; Tomlinson,
2017; Valle & Connor, 2019; Wolfensberger, 1975), in concurrence with Campbell (2009),
further proposed the creation and manufacture of dis/ableness. Both components of dis/ableism
have roots in economics and capitalism, and when constructed and perpetuated in educational
institutions, belies equity for students classified with dis/abilities.
Ableism
As noted by Goodley (2014) and McRuer (2006), the tenets of ableism describe the
worldwide embedded belief of able-bodied/minded exceptionality, celebration, and privilege of
species-typical norms. Along the same vein as Goodley, in her seminal work, Campbell (2009)
presented the prevailing “feature of an ableist viewpoint is a belief that impairment or disability
(irrespective of type) is inherently negative and should the opportunity present itself, be
ameliorated, cured or indeed eliminated” (p. 5). In her publication, Campbell (2009) built upon
her previous definition of ableism:
A network of beliefs, processes and practices that produce a particular
kind of self and body (the corporeal standard) that is projected as the perfect, speciestypical and therefore essential and fully human. Disability, then, is cast as a diminished
state of being human. (p. 44)
In educational institutions, ableism may be discerned in the ever-expanding and flourishing
special education programs in public schools and private special education schools that provide
services for classified students. Special education programming, including special classes,
tracking, and co-taught classes, further project ableist ideology that dis/abled students in special
classes are different from their peers and require a label to learn in different and separate
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settings. Ableism is evident in the classification system that separates and discriminates against
students in schools.
The Construction of Institutional Dis/ableism
Disablism cannot exist without ableism; they are dialectically positioned. Dis/ablism is
“the oppressive practices of contemporary society that threaten to exclude, eradicate and
neutralize those individuals, bodies, minds, and community practices that fail to fit the capitalist
imperative” (Goodley, 2014, p. xi). Ableism, on the other hand, is the system of nurturing the
idea of a standard or mythical normal individual who is a productive part of society (Goodley,
2014). This notion was concurred by Castañeda, Hopkins, and Peters’s (2013) description of
ableism as “disability oppression…the all-encompassing system of discrimination and exclusion
of people living with disabilities” (p. 461). The authors further discussed the prevalence of
ableism at the individual, institutional, and cultural levels in society. Thus, Goodley (2014)
posited alongside Castañeda, Hopkins, and Peter (2013) that ableism precipitates disablism.
An early scholar of socially constructed dis/ability, Wolfensberger’s (1975) visionary
work concerning the origin of institutions for people who are disabled related societal
constructed notions of “lesser” and “deviant” to people with dis/abilities. In doing so, the author
provided an early description of dis/ableism when he put forth society’s devaluation of
individuals based on centered notions of “normalcy” and the expectancy of dis/abled people to
live within the confines of deviancy. Wolfensberger (1975) explained the role of society and its
views in positioning and stigmatizing the dis/abled for the self-fulfilling prophecies of the
“lesser” individual. The author primarily described society’s role in originating dis/ableist
institutions. Dis/ableist schools have long been institutions of learning for the selected few while
they viewed dis/abled individuals as a problem to be solved instead of “an important form of
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critical knowledge” (Dolmage, 2017, p. 4). McRuer (2006) additionally contributed to the
argument that able-bodied identity and the able-bodied worker productivity became important in
the early 20th century, thus ensuring the devaluation of dis/ability. The crip theorist further
postulated on capitalism’s influence on the dis/abled identity in areas such as domestic and
family life, health, and neoliberal notions of independence.
Later, Tomlinson (2017) expounded on the idea of manufactured dis/ableism within
educational institutions. The author’s thoughtful analysis put forth the argument that educational
institutions were not created for the equitable learning of all groups but developed from
“economic, social, political, and religious interests leading to ensured social hierarchies”
(Tomlinson, 2017, p. 15). Tomlinson (2017) provided reification of the intimate relationship
between capitalism and education in which a certain type of intelligence is seen as profitable and
other abilities such as vocational and technical skills are deemed less worthy. Dorling (as cited in
Tomlinson, 2017) averred that “the majority of people in affluent societies have come to be
taught, and then to believe, that a few are especially able and hence apparently deserving, and
others are particularly unable and hence undeserving” (p. 17). Tomlinson (2017) further
established the argument that “education is a prop for the labor market, reproduction of elites,
control of recalcitrant groups, and the coercion of even the more severely disabled into (often
non-existent) work” (p. 18). In a similar vein, Dolmage (2017), regarding dis/ability in higher
education, presented theories of ableism, dis/ableism, ability, and inability, which are evident in
the structure and policies of societal and higher educational institutions in the United States.
Thus, given capitalism’s close relationship with the U.S. educational system and its primary goal
to produce citizens who are economically productive, those individuals who are labeled as
dis/abled cannot be viewed as integral to the U.S. economic success and growth. Hence,
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although the United States has developed standards and goals of college and career readiness for
students graduating high school (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.), those students with
classifications of dis/ability continue to attend schools focused on educating individuals for the
industrialized workforce while marginalizing and neglecting dis/ableness.
Educational institutions were developed to serve the needs of the dominant culture (the
able-bodied/minded) and to maintain the status quo of structural hierarchy (Tomlinson, 2017). In
other words, individuals who cannot conform to the prevailing societal vision are excluded and
marginalized. Tomlinson (2017), who writes from British and American societal perspectives,
further explained the depth in which United States society has purposefully excluded the
disabled by manufacturing systems of oppression. For instance, the author likened the U.S.
education system during the Industrial Revolution to a factory model in which those individuals
who are productive and able to contribute diligently work in an organized manner. Tomlinson
further postulated that this factory model mostly continues in today’s educational system, as is
evident by the number of students with disabilities who are segregated by instruction and
segregated physical environment. Crip theory takes a more modern look at society in the
construction of compulsory able-bodiedness. Neoliberal notions of capitalism, globalization, and
governmental systems combine to produce the dis/abled identity today in schools. Since I
planned to study the embedded structures in a system where students learn in special classes in
compulsory abled-bodied educational systems, it is important to recognize the long-established
views by which students with varying abilities are purposefully excluded.
Queer Theory
Although queer theory is not an explicit part of my theoretical framework, it is important
to recognize its features that are foundational to crip theory. Queer theory is built upon feminist
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theory (Butler, 1990) and gender studies (Foucault, 1978) and provides the additional dimension
of revealing the oppressed, the excluded, the unnamed, the categorized, and the unidentified. The
critical theory introduced a fluid conception of gender that includes everyone by resistance to
categories and norms. The theory itself is fluid in keeping with its postmodernist roots wherein if
the definition becomes fixed, it will defeat the purpose of queer theory. Crip theory has used
queer theory to show that heteronormativity is a form of compulsive able-bodiedness. A
resistance to categorization and norms also applies to students who are classified and placed in
special classes; in doing this, students are segregated and marginalized in their education.
Camicia (2016) noted that “an education that is democratic in both practices and objectives
would recognize this variety within the historical and contemporary contexts of social
inequalities” (p. 14), hence cripping dis/ability. The author continued to explain that individuals
have perceived positionality and identity in their social environments. This is important to
consider for students in special classes and the effects on how they exercise their agency within
the environment of the dual term dis/ability.
Taking a postmodernist perspective, queer theory questions the use and value of language
as well as over-simplified categorizations such as binary classifications of abled and disabled.
Queer theory has critiqued language, society, power, and provided a new discourse that says that
the individual can recognize its surroundings and can engage in discourse. Thus, structure|agency
theory parallels queer theory in describing individuals who exist of and within structures of
discourse but can also act upon these structures with discourse—their agency. Additionally,
queer theory addresses identity and the modernist tendency of naming, labeling, and
categorizing. Consequently, crip theory proposes moving away from normalcy to include all
while focusing on individuals’ identities.
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It is hard to imagine a more flexible theory than queer theory, which purports to blur the
lines and banish categorizations and labels. However, crip theory has deigned to crip identities
and uncategorized abilities that resulted from constructions of neoliberal capitalism and its
subsequent social movements that work for some and oppress others. The sui generis of crip
theory involves an un-naming of abilities and enjoyment of what was considered peculiar and
crippled.
The amalgamation of queer theory combined with CDT was used to study characters in
films who changed to other bodies in films such as The Twilight Saga and The Little Mermaid
(Rainey, 2019). Through the lenses of queer theory and critical disability studies, Rainey’s
analysis of characters noted that initially, their roles were portrayed as lesser, and the aim was for
the characters to lead a more productive life with their partners by becoming like them. Here,
queer theory highlights the fact that differences are not valued and there need to be more
similarities in order for individuals to gain happiness and live together. While Rainey’s study did
not include students classified with dis/abilities as participants, the notion that sameness and
common grounds are valued over differences is clear and applicable to students in special
classes. Within institutional dis/ableism, students are working toward the national and state
standards (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.), toward being “normal” and performing as close
to the level of their peers as possible. Accordingly, crip theory serves as a critical lens through
which to study and analyze agentic experiences within dis/ableism.
Queer theory has mostly been used at the intersectionality of disability and other subjects.
For example, disability and gender studies were conducted by Miller (2017, 2018), with
participants who were disabled and identified as queer. Particularly, crip theory (McRuer, 2006)
combined critical disability studies and queer theory with a focus on the queer identity as part of
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dis/ableism and compulsory able-bodiedness forged from neoliberal capitalistic manifestations.
Pertaining to individual agency, queer of color theory has been theorized to study the agency of
queer students of color. Brockenbrough (2015) expounded on the importance of queer of color
theory to access agentic perspectives of queer students of color. Queer theory was also used by
Vick (2012), who studied episodic disabilities in Canadian residents and found that the definition
and categorization excluded these patients from receiving support. Vick also determined that a
more fluid and interpretative definition of disability would better help patients receive
governmental support. One of the few articles that used queer theory to study students with
dis/abilities used the term curricular cripistemolgies to “offer teachable moments organized
around crip/queer content that interrupt normative cultural practices” (Mitchell, Snyder, & Ware,
2014, p. 296). In this significant research, the researchers explained the centering of disability as
positive and that an alternative attribute served as teachable ethical frameworks for learning
differently with a dependence on human interdependency instead of independence. The authors
addressed inclusion as the anthesis to equity and opined that inclusion’s expectation is one where
individuals must conform to normative expectations. Hence, students are placed in general
education classes with “normal” students to become more like them. Thus, crip theory’s
convergence of queer theory and CDT is a good fit for studying the agency of students in special
classes as they navigate their dis/ableist environment.
Structure|Agency Theory
This dissertation’s focus is on students in special classes as agentic participants within
and against the structures of dis/ableist educational institutions. Therefore, structure|agency
theory (Sewell, 1992) is a good fit for studying the actions of students in their schools. Shilling
(1999) noted the continuing preoccupation of social theorists’ debates concerning the importance
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of individual agency versus the social structure or environment. Earlier, in 1989, Bandura
described three types of human agency as part of social cognitive theory: autonomous,
mechanical, and emergent interactive agency. Autonomous and mechanical agency, opposites on
the spectrum of internal and external, described agency solely from an individual’s internal
perspective and external perspective, respectively. Bandura’s emergent interactive agency
posited the triadic reciprocal causation of individual agency in that an individual’s agency is in a
reciprocal relationship with their environment. I drew upon and grounded this study in theorists
following Bandura’s emergent interactive theory.
Bandura’s (1989) theorizing on human agency noted the three types: autonomous,
mechanical, and emergent. The author said there are few researchers who believe that humans
are entirely independent. However, autonomous agency describes humans’ independence of their
surroundings, while mechanical agency states that the environment operates on the individuals
and the individual reacts. Of interest to this study is Bandura’s (1989) emergent interactive in
which individuals have “causal contribution to their own motivation and action within a system
of triadic reciprocal causation” (p. 1175). Emergent interactive agency is where reciprocal action
and individuals’ interactions with the environment take place; it is the dialectical relationship of
structure|agency theory. In other words, an individual’s agency comes from within oneself and is
also influenced by their environment. The interplay and interactions of agency with the
environment shape human agency.
The relationship between an individual’s agency and the constraints of their environment
has been discussed in previous literature (Buchmann & Steinhoff, 2017; Elder-Vass, 2008;
Schilling, 1999; Schoon & Heckhausen, 2019). Schoon and Heckhausen (2019) noted that
individual agency, intentional action, and action regulation do not solely rely on an individual’s
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capacity; rather, it relies on attributes and characteristics of the social culture. This is further
corroborated by Buchmann and Steinhoff (2017), who studied the co-development of agency and
educational attainment considering the environment. Moreover, Elder-Vass (2008) offered
scholarly bearings on the debate by theorizing on the concept of structure itself as embodied
structure. Elder-Vass posited that embodied structure is social structure that is continuously
emerging, includes humans as a part of the structural entity, and must be recognized as part of
the structure|agency debate. The theorist noted that there is an interaction between embodied
structure along with embodied human individuals for agency. Thus, I utilized structure|agency
theories to examine the dialectic relationship between students’ agency and their environment for
the purpose of understanding how students worked within and against dis/ableism as they
applied their agency.
An emergentist interactive theory that is a good fit is Sewell’s (1992) structure|agency
theory, in which the theorist explored the dialectical relationship between one’s environment and
agency. While there are other ways that sociologists conceptualize agency, Sewell’s theory
posited that the environment—structure—usually framed other aspects of society and its systems
(see also Bandura, 1989; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Giddens, 1984; Shilling, 1992). Thus,
existing and inherent systems constantly transform structure and are in educational
environments.
Structure|agency theory has been utilized to study students’ agency in the past.
Buchmann and Steinhoff (2017) have reported on the relationship between components of
student agency such as regulation and expectation. While Buchmann and Steinhoff did not
address students in special classes, they did represent the complexity of interacting components
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of agency on educational attainment. My study examined students’ perspectives and built upon
the structure|agency literature base.
According to structure|agency theory, students in special classes must be considered in
relation to their environments. For instance, it is necessary that their classifications be one of 13
that are available through the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004. In the 20172018 school year, 34% of students who were classified had a specific LD (NCES, 2019a).
Additionally, approximately 29% of students with LD spent less than 80% in the general
education classroom (NCES, 2019c); these students are learning in special classes that are
segregated. The classification of students as LD is contradictory to crip theory, which seeks to
crip categories and identities and “put bodies and ideas into motion” (McRuer, 2006, p. 63).
Additionally, structure|agency theory describes the relationship of students who are classified
with LD but are agentic in meeting their needs despite the imposing structures in place.
Causal Agency
A component of structure|agency theory, causal agency theory (Shogren et al., 2015),
emerged from self-determination theory for students with dis/abilities (Wehmeyer, 1992, 2004).
In early research on self-determination, Wehmeyer (1992), a leading authority on selfdetermination and students with dis/abilities, defined self-determination as “acting as the primary
causal agent in one’s life and making choices and decisions regarding one’s quality of life free
from undue external influence or interference” (p. 305). Causal agency is essential for the
development of self-determination since it defines individuals as agents who construct, control,
and bring about change in their lives.
Emerging research regarding self-determination and individuals with dis/abilities
undergird the importance of those individuals’ ability to control and direct their own lives—their
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ability to be causal agents in their lives (see Wehmeyer, Palmer, Agran, Mithaug, & Martin,
2000; Wehmeyer et al., 2012; Wehmeyer, Palmer, Shogren, Williams-Diehm, & Soukup, 2013).
Historically, individuals with dis/abilities have lower self-determination. Participants in a study
conducted by Wehmeyer and Metzler (1995) were found to possess fewer choices and
opportunities to control their decisions and lives. These decisions were instrumental in
examining student agency within their dis/ableist learning environments.
Forms of Capital
Structure|agency theory provides the answers to a critical component of crip theory.
However, capital can be drawn upon for agency within structures. Bourdieu (1986) argued that
one could not account for structure in its social sense without considering capital in all its forms.
Thus, one aspect of this study considered students in special classes and their perceived capital
within the educational environments and how they are agentic in relation to their capital.
Economic, cultural, and social forms of capital offered by Bourdieu (1986) are the “accumulated
labor which, when appropriated on a private, exclusive, basis by agents or groups of agents,
enables them to appropriate social energy in the form of reified or living labor” (p. 241).
Accordingly, the forms of capital are an essential component of structures and dis/ableist
structures in which students enact their agency. Bourdieu further noted that it is “capital at any
given moment in time that represents the immanent structure of the social world” (p. 241).
Therefore, when considering dis/ableist educational structures, one must consider their
embedded inclination toward forms of capital, and subsequently, students’ use of forms of
capital when being agentic.
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Figure 1
Conceptual Framework of this Study

Student Agency
There is a dearth of literature regarding the agency of students in special classes during
the transition years. Buchmann and Steinhoff (2017) have reported on the relationship between
components of student agency such as regulation and expectation. Although the researchers did
not address students who are classified or in special classes, they represented the complexity of
interacting components of agency on educational attainment. An understanding of the influence
of agency on students’ learning was an essential factor in my study that filled a gap in the
literature.
Burger and Walk (2016) studied children’s agency and the intergenerational educational
advantages by collecting data across social classes. The researchers concluded that children’s
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agency influenced and predicted educational performance with implications that children can act
upon social structures. An international theoretical paper by Adie, Willis, and Van der Kleij
(2018) addressed students’ agency in assessment and tied student agency to Dewey’s studentcentered classrooms as well as active learning and autonomous behavior. Building upon the
studies of Buchmann and Steinhoff (2017), Burger and Walk (2016), and Adie, Willis, and Van
der Kleij (2018), my study examined the agency of students in special classes as they engaged in
a dialectical relationship with their environment of compulsory able-bodiedness and displayed
their embodied identities.
Rigby, Woulfin, and Marz (2016) called the interplay of structure and agency a perennial
sociological question. The researchers remarked on the portion of researchers whose focus is
individual motivation toward agency versus environmental physical and social structures that
may impede or facilitate individual agency. It was the aim of this dissertation to study students’
dialectical relationship with their environment in school, the classroom, and on the individual
level as they exercised their agency in a culture of manufactured identities. Additionally, student
agency is essential during the transition to post-school.
In a significant research investigating agency, Bray and Russell (2016) studied IEP
meetings mandated by IDEA for five students. One reported result was that institutionalized
structures contribute to IEP meetings because they all looked the same even though the students
were different. The authors also determined that legislative mandates governed behavior during
IEP meetings and resulted in similarities such as discourse that was clearly defined, rigid, and
specific. Additional results reported were disruptions by team members that caused new
understandings and established pattern changes, with students being more agentic and special
educators being more passive. A further finding of this study was that disruptions to learning
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challenges were less favorable than those of postsecondary planning. Finally, the researchers
concluded that it is a myth that the structure of IDEA assured that students and their families
would be more agentic. The implications of this study undergird the purpose of my study, seeing
that major dis/ability legislation such as IDEA fits into a dis/ableist structure. Given these
significant and closely related findings, my research attempted to study students’ agency during
distance learning and in the school setting for a broader perspective of agentic behavior and
educational dis/ableism during the transition-planning years. This dissertation spotlighted
instances of agentic experiences throughout the school day with implications to precipitate a
cripping of dis/ability and identities.
Studies by Varelas, Tucker-Raymond, Richards (2015), and Kane (2015) have studied the
agency of students in science class. These students were not classified with dis/abilities and
attended general education science classes. Varelas, Tucker-Raymond, and Richards studied
agency and its relationship to structure for a young child from an underrepresented group in
science class. The authors found that his agency was related to his roles performed, created, and
interpreted. The child found ways of being agentic despite environmental factors (set curriculum,
classroom, educational, and scientific institutions). Kane (2015) qualitatively studied third-grade
science students to understand how they exercise agency in contested spaces. The author found
that students were agentic both individually and collectively to own their science learning. An
additional outcome from Kane’s study is its example of how underrepresented individuals can be
agentic when opportunities are provided. The science students shaped their classroom structures
by participating in a dialogic manner that needed to be facilitated by the teacher, along with
providing spaces for students to negotiate and own their learning and be agentic beings. Building
upon the studies of Varelas, Tucker-Raymond, and Richards (2015), and Kane (2015), my study
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examined the agentic responses of students in special classes to find results of agentic behavior
despite dis/ableist environmental factors that may impede their agency.
Renshaw, Choo, and Emerald (2014) studied the daily communication between teachers
and parents of students in special education facilities and found that the student is agentic only in
disruptive behaviors and not in other instances. Another student’s agency is downplayed in the
writing, while the mother is better at assigning agency. The authors noted that “disability was
deployed variously and strategically by parents and teachers” (p. 57). Renshaw, Choo, and
Emerald (2014) did not observe students’ agency during the school day or from the students’
perspectives. Moreover, the authors did not address students at the high school level. My study
aimed to fill this gap in the literature with participants at the high school level and their agentic
experiences in school and at home during distance learning. This study built upon the extant
literature concerning structure|agency and students in special classes and filled gaps in the
literature. There are currently no studies of which I am aware that examined students’ agentic
experiences during the transition planning years from a critical, qualitative perspective.
Conclusion
Drawing on crip theory and structure|agency theory as well as causal agency theory and
capital theory as the theoretical frameworks, this critical, phenomenological study aimed to
examine students’ agentic behavior at the micro and macro levels as students dialectically
engage with the dis/ableist school environment. After a review of the extant literature, I was
unable to locate studies that include students classified with dis/abilities and their agentic
experiences in special classes. Furthermore, none of the studies I found focused on the agency of
students in special classes during their transition years. Moreover, I did not find research that has
taken a critical perspective grounded in crip theory by which to examine the structure|agency
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dialectic as experienced by students in special classes. Thus, further research that engages with
crip theory and builds knowledge of structure|agency experienced by students in special classes
is essential for the impetus of change. With this study, I filled a pertinent gap in the literature and
hoped to precipitate a transformation of dis/ableist and compulsory able-bodiedness for students
who are in special classes and regain focus on students’ strengths. I am optimistic that I will
highlight dis/ableism and offer students’ agency as a possible way of forging from within and
against oppressive systems. In this way, students may gain equitable participation in school and
society.
In the following chapter, I describe the research methodology and design, and provide
justification for choosing those for this study. It is necessary to disclose the methods of this
critical phenomenological study so the reader may gain a deeper understanding of the
investigative objective. Moreover, in the proceeding chapter, I provide scholarly bearings to
undergird my data collection and analysis. Last, I address my researcher role, positionality, and
reflexivity, and consider the research quality and ethics of this study.
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Chapter Three:
Methodology and Design
This chapter describes my proposed critical phenomenological study, procedures, and
analysis. I begin with a statement of the research problem, the significance, and the purpose of
this proposed study. Second, I review the extant literature and describe the lens of crip theory at
society’s macro level. Third, I discuss structure|agency theory at the macro level and its
dialectical relationship with the micro level. Fourth, I provide the study’s philosophical
underpinnings of capital theory and causal agency theory at the micro level. Research questions
then follow with a description of the qualitative method and phenomenological design. Last, I
specify the site and population, data-collection procedures, data analysis, and the researcher’s
positionality and reflexivity. I conclude the chapter with the research quality and ethical
considerations.
Research Problem
Transition-age students who are classified with dis/abilities and in special classes
continue to experience educational dis/ableism. In special classes, students learn alongside other
classified students of similar needs in small classes so they may receive specialized instruction
(United Federation of Teachers, n.d.). Many transition-age students who are classified and placed
in special classes remain segregated from their peers (NCES, 2019c). Additionally, students who
are classified have lower academic achievement (NAEP, 2017) and lower social-emotional
development (Becton, 2018). Moreover, those students who are classified have lower graduation
rates (NCES, 2018), and fewer attend college when compared to their non-classified peers (Baer,
Daviso, Flexer, Queen, & Meindl, 2011; Bouck, 2014; Grigal, Hart, & Migliore, 2011; Sanford,
Newman, Wagner, Cameto, Knokey, & Shaver, 2011). Poor in-school and postschool outcomes
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persist for students who are classified despite transition planning being mandated by IDEA to
prepare students who are classified for life after high school (P.L. 108-446). This dissertation
explored how students in special classes made sense of their agentic experiences within
institutional dis/ableism.
This dissertation aims to make an important contribution to the extant literature and fill a
gap by exploring the experiences of students who are classified in the dis/ableist educational
system. This study further attempted to understand how students made sense of their lived
experiences as agentic beings. In this research, I situated my analysis of agency at the
intersection of educational dis/ableism and students’ experiences as actors in special classes.
The purpose of this critical, phenomenological study is to understand how high school
students who are classified and learn in special classes make sense of their experiences as they
navigate their transition-planning years. Additionally, this study intended to explore how the
experiences of students who are classified influence their agency and how they drew from their
capital as actors. At this stage in the research, I define agency as the actions of individuals to
“exert some degree of control over the social relations in which one is enmeshed, which in turn
implies the ability to transform those social relations to some degree” (Sewell, 1992, p. 20). Crip,
structure|agency, capital, and causal agency theories framed this critically oriented
phenomenological study.
Research Questions
This critical phenomenological study answers the following research questions:
(1) How do students in special classes make sense of their lived agentic experiences during
distance learning and in-person school?
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(a) When and how do students apply their agency during distance learning and in-person
school?
(b) In what ways are students causal agents during distance learning and in-person
school?
(c) In what ways do students experience agency in transition planning during distance
learning?
(2) What types of capital do students choose to draw upon toward their agency?
Research Methodology
Qualitative researchers are concerned with participants’ perspectives and meaning
making (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell & Cresswell, 2018; Miriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Additionally, underpinned by a social-constructivist philosophical perspective, a qualitative
method does not assume one universal truth; rather, it assumes participants’ and researchers’
social construction of knowledge (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Furthermore, qualitative
researchers attempt to understand specific phenomena in its natural setting with the researcher as
the principal instrument (Miriam & Tisdell, 2016). Thus, I chose to use a qualitative
methodology for this study that inquired how students who are classified make sense of their
experiences with agency. I collected qualitative data to explore how participants made meaning
of their experiences in their school environment.
Research Design
A phenomenological design was a good match for this dissertation since I planned to
study a specific and unique phenomenon—the agentic lifeworlds of high school students who are
classified and learn in special classes. My choice of phenomenology is also supported by
Creswell and Creswell’s (2018) description of phenomenological research as centered on
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describing the lived experiences of people, and Merriam and Tisdell’s (2016) indication of a
focus on the experience itself as part of participants’ consciousness. Additionally, I followed van
Manen’s (2016) concept of hermeneutic phenomenological research as a human science that
studies persons in their lifeworld and the essence of what students are experiencing. The work of
van Manen, in particular, nicely served this study in which I explored the “internal meaning
structures of lived experience” (p. 10) and how students in special classes made meaning out of
their agentic experiences within educational dis/ableism.
Additionally, I used a critical orientation to phenomenology by framing this research with
crip theory, structure|agency theory, capital theory, and causal agency theory. Critical theory
takes a stance that one group is privileged at the expense of others. Bogdan and Bilken (2007)
have noted that critical researchers view their work as ethical and political to empower
marginalized groups and address injustices. Moreover, researchers pronounced the need for
emancipatory research with historically excluded participants (Peterson, 2011). In this way, my
critical phenomenological research framed by tenets of crip theory addressed the systemic
centering of able-bodied individuals and their subsequent discrimination and oppression of
dis/abled individuals. Last, a critical perspective operationalized the inquiry by addressing
restructuring and new perspectives of the system and an alternate understanding of dis/ability.
Participants and Site
Qualitative research is naturalistic and takes place in the field (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Phenomenological research studies individuals’ experiences in their lifeworld where they
encounter a particular phenomenon (van Manen, 2016); thus, it is a good fit for this qualitative
study. However, due to the COVID-19 global pandemic, participants were transferred to distance
learning via a virtual-learning platform. Consequently, participants were interviewed virtually
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from their homes. Provided that phenomenological design aims to get to the essence of students’
experiences, this study utilized virtual interviews with participants in their homes during distance
learning. I examined students’ agency during distance learning and in-person school for data
collection.
Participants
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) informed us that qualitative research uses non-random,
purposeful sampling to choose participants. Furthermore, since a primary component of
phenomenological study is centered on the experiential perspectives regarding a specific
phenomenon, the sample size can be assumed to be a small number of participants experiencing
that particular situation. Thus, for this study, I selected 12 students who met specific criteria, and
5 students agreed to participate (see Table 1). Participants needed to be classified with a
dis/ability and spend at least two periods a day learning in a special class. Participants also
needed to meet the criteria of enrollment in high school with a transition-planning program. Last,
participants needed to attend a school that invites students to participate in their transition
planning to make decisions for their future. The interviews for data collection necessitated
participants to converse, read at a fourth-grade level or above, and function cognitively to
provide informed assent as participants.
In Hillsboro High School District (pseudonym), there are three high schools and one
middle school consisting of 4,558 enrolled students (State Department of Education, 2021). For
the confidentiality of the participants, I have chosen to withhold the source of demographic data
from the state since a direct link would provide the name of the state and school. The race and
ethnicity of students at Hillsboro High School District were comprised of 30% Black or African
American, 28% Hispanic or Latino, 22% Asian or Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander, 19%
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White, and the remainder of mixed race (State Department of Education, 2021). There were 15%
of students classified with disabilities at this high school district. The State Department of
Education website states that 38% of students at Hillsboro High School District are economically
disadvantaged. Students who qualify for the special class program in this district must attend
Hillsboro High School and are bussed there. The five student participants in this study were
representative of the racial and ethnic demographic of the school district. Most of their personal
demographical information that may make them identifiable was withheld to maintain
confidentiality.
Four male and one female participant who are in the 11th and 12th grades agreed to
participate in interviews via the virtual conference platform of Zoom. Participants engaged in
interviews from their homes over the summer after transitioning to distance learning during the
COVID-19 global pandemic. All five students were enrolled in at least four special classes as
part of the special class program through the special education department at Hillsboro High
School.
Student participants’ ages ranged from 16 to 17 years old at the time of the interviews.
An adapted interviewing technique from Seidman (2019) was modified for participants’ age and
dis/ability consideration to fully engage with the questions and the types of information required.
As described in Chapter Three, since participants are students who are classified with a
dis/ability, questions and techniques were modified and explained to participants prior to and
sometimes during the interviews. Participants chose their pseudonyms for this study.
For this critical phenomenological study, student participants shared, described, and
reflected upon their lived experiences via video conferencing, which were digitally recorded and
transcribed. Students were also asked to provide photovoicing in which they shared and
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described photos of meaningful items from their learning experience. In the place of traditional
photovoicing, students submitted a short video showing an important component of their
learning in their environment while describing the object.
After Institutional Review Board application and approval (see Appendix F), I recruited
students through the special education chairperson with written permission from the Hillsboro
High School’s principal. The special education chairperson at Hillsboro High School provided
the names and contact information of 12 students who met the aforementioned criteria and I then
called each parent and explained my study. If the parents were interested in granting their
children permission for participation, I then emailed an additional explanation of my study along
with parental consent and participant assent forms. I followed up by email a few days after the
initial email, and the five families that agreed to participate signed and returned the consent and
assent forms by email and mail. I then scheduled virtual interviews in which students
participated from their homes. Of note, more than five families agreed to their children’s
participation in this study, but ultimately, only five families followed through with the signatures
and setting up interview appointments.
Table 1
Description of Participants
Participant
James
Robby
Kong
Brian
Lisa

Gender Age
(Yrs.)
m
17
m
16
m
16
m
16
f
17

Grade
12
11
11
11
11
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Site
I chose Hillsboro High School as a site through purposeful sampling of participants who
met the criteria of classification with a dis/ability, placement in the special class program, the
ability to read at least a fourth-grade level to provide assent, and the ability to attend to an
interview of at least 40 minutes. Additionally, participants needed to partake in transition
planning for life after high school. Transition planning begins at the age of 15 in the state that
this study was conducted and may be earlier if deemed appropriate. However, due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, students were transferred to distance learning, and interviews were
virtually conducted. Since educational dis/ableism is the systemic oppression and discrimination
of students who are classified, transition planning affords students the ability to be agentic as
they determine their academic and postsecondary futures. Therefore, I explored students’ agentic
experiences within the structures of educational dis/ableism during their transition years.
I conducted virtual interviews with students who attended Hillsboro High school, a large,
diverse suburban public school in a district located in northeastern United States. This high
school was a good match for my phenomenological study because of the program for students
who are classified and in special classes. Hillsboro has hundreds of participants who meet the
criteria for this study. This district is also diverse in race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status,
and located at the intersection of suburban and urban communities. Lastly, Hillsboro has a
transition planning program that begins in the 9th grade in middle school. I spent three months
toward the end of the school year and into the summer collecting data virtually at Hillsboro High
School.
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Gaining Access
Upon approval from the Institutional Review Board, I formally asked the special
education department chairperson at Hillsboro High School for permission to conduct my study
with participants in her department. The principal at Hillsboro High School proposed that the
special education chairperson would provide students’ names of those who met the
aforementioned criteria. The special education chairperson then called me and shared the names
and contact information of 12 students. I then called the students’ parents and explained the
study. If the parents agreed for their children to participate in my study, I then emailed a
description of my study along with parental consent and participant assent forms. I followed up
by email and phone calls a few days later, and five families agreed to participate. The families
then emailed the consent and assent forms, and I scheduled the first virtual interview. I explained
that my data collection would cause little to no disruptions. I also explained the rewards and
benefits for participants who are willing to engage in my research and that participants may
decide to withdraw at any time. At the initial interviews, I spent a few minutes chatting and
building rapport with participants.
Data Collection
Previous research involving individuals who are dis/abled has generally resulted in their
exclusion or placement on the fringes (Peterson, 2011). Goodley (2014) further reinforced the
limiting position of the dis/abled in research with his argument:
When disabled people become solely objects of study, are reduced to fetishized
products of professional or academic knowledge, are fixed as untroubled entities,
are conceptualized only as social actors caught up in processes of oppression, then
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we risk limiting not only the lives of individuals fixed in this gaze but also the
possibility of the study of dis/ability. (p. xiii)
I attended to Goodley’s argument in my dissertation with participants who are labeled as
dis/abled, by ensuring that the students were engaged by researchers as stakeholders instead of
objects of study. For example, participants were asked to choose their pseudonyms for the study.
It was the goal of this research to understand students’ lifeworlds while engaged in crip data
collection. As a theoretical framework for this study, crip theory (McRuer, 2006) requires a
belief that dis/ability was a socially created concept for discriminatory and oppressive purposes.
Thus, I engaged in interviews with students with an understanding of the universalization of
abilities and the cripness of dis/abilities in which all versions are desirable and acceptable.
Moreover, McRuer supports such a cripping of dis/ability that it disappears and yet is desirable.
Indeed, the very identity of disability dissolves into society as a whole.
Since this study aimed to center the perspective of dis/abled participants who are in
special classes, I endeavored in planning ethically responsible research (Castrodale, 2018) and
with accessible, equitable, and adaptive designs that seek to engage and collaborate with student
stakeholders (Paiewonsky, 2011). I hoped for students’ contributions of rich and authentic
information by utilizing less traditional means of data collection. I drew from alternative critical
qualitative methodology, including digital photography and adapted walking interviews, to fully
engage and include students. Interviews are basic types of data collection for qualitative
phenomenological research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Therefore, to get to the essence of
participants’ experiences, as suggested by van Manen (2016), portions of this phenomenological
study collected data through interviews in conjunction with additional research methods of
photovoicing to better elicit participants’ perspectives.
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Interviews and Additional Methods
To obtain meaningful firsthand experiential data for this phenomenological study, I drew
from and adapted Seidman’s (2019) framework of three interview series in tandem with
additional critical, qualitative methods. Seidman’s phenomenological interviewing approach
includes a series of three interviews intended to “explore participants’ experience, place it in
context, and reflect on its meaning” (p. 21). Interview One focused on participants’ life history
where they were asked to reconstruct their experiences. Interview Two provided the details of
participants’ daily lived experiences. Last, interview Three asked participants to reflect on their
experiences. Seidman put forth that this reflection by participants concentrates on their meaning
making. While this phenomenological study utilized Seidman’s three interview series to gain indepth awareness of students’ meaning-making process, it was not designed for participants who
are classified with dis/abilities and express themselves by diverse means. For example,
participants in this study who learn in special classes may display speech and language delays,
attention deficit disorders, LDs, and autism that could limit their abilities to express themselves
in interviews. Therefore, I merged additional qualitative methods with Seidman’s series of
interview to better meet the needs of the participants and leverage their strengths.
Researchers (Denzin, 2017; Paiewonsky, 2011) have asserted the need for critical,
qualitative inquiry to provide precedence for marginalized populations such as the students in
this study. Paiewonsky (2011) noted the need for adaptation of data-collection procedures for
participants’ accessibility, and Denzin (2017) conveyed that critical qualitative inquiry “places
the voices of the oppressed at the center of the inquiry” (p. 9). Moreover, in concurrence with
phenomenological research (van Manen, 2016), it is essential to recognize that students’
perspectives are central to understanding their agentic behavior. Thus, given that the participants
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of this study are students who are classified and stakeholders, I provided an accessible
participant-first approach. This study utilized photographs (Cook & Hess, 2007) and video
recordings (Cohen, 2010; Shoecraft & Flückiger, 2018) to position students classified with
dis/abilities and their experiences at the core of this study. These interviews and additional
qualitative methods were needed to collect students’ firsthand agentic experiences and are
supported by van Manen’s (2016) notion of the essentiality of detail and exactness of description
necessary in phenomenological research.
Before each interview, I explained to participants the types of questions I planned on
asking. Occasionally, during the second and third interviews, I needed to further explain each
interview’s goals and the types of questions I would be asking. For example, “In Interview Two,
I am looking for details on your previous responses.” Furthermore, participants had more
difficulty with Interview Three questions of meaning making. At the beginning of each
interview, I wrote down several ways I may ask a participant to reflect, and throughout the
interview, I tried a different type of question if it was difficult for the participant to understand
and respond. For instance, I asked participants, “How does that affect you?” or “How do you feel
about that?” In this way, participants had opportunities to reflect on their previously explained
experiences.
Interview One
The first interview focused on students’ life history, for which I modified my questions
plan to utilize an imagined tour (see Interview Protocol, Appendix B). Informed by Castrodale
(2018), I offered interviews in different formats “where people can act, move, and express
themselves in diverse modalities may address issues of accessibility” (p. 45) and challenge
exclusionary research designs. Walking, walk-along, or on-the-go interviews can change the
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power dynamic, positioning participants in spaces which they choose and are comfortable
(Kinney, 2017), thus encouraging conversation that is natural and easier. Capriano (2009)
supported the notion that when walking while interviewing, the researcher can gain a deeper
understanding of participants’ lived experiences in that environment. However, due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, participants were asked to pretend that they were making a movie or
giving a tour.
Merging a modified, virtual-walking interview (Capriano, 2009) with Seidman’s (2019)
three interview series, I asked students to take me on virtual tours of their schools. Additionally,
during the modified walking interviews, I gained information about participants’ agentic life
histories in the context of their school environment. Each participant pretended making a movie
and decided what to show. Additionally, participants pretended they were showing someone
around their school and learning environment. I asked students to pretend to show me or
someone through their school day and show me their classrooms. I utilize a modified tour
protocol (see Appendix B) to ask questions about school structures as students provided the tour
of their school.
Audio-visual recordings and photographs are also means of addressing accessibility for
students in this study and drawing on their strengths by utilizing multiple modes of data
collection (Cohen, 2010). Some students who are classified as dis/abled have diverse means of
attending and communicating that can be met by audio-visual methods. This portion of data
collection focuses on physical structures and students’ interactions with their environment as
they experience their lifeworlds.
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Photovoicing
Participants photographed chosen objects and material from their learning space (physical
and virtual) via their smartphones and utilized photovoicing to describe the image verbally.
Photovoicing utilized a camera to “furnish evidence and promote an effective, participatory
means of sharing expertise and knowledge” (Wang & Burris, 1997, p. 369). To this extent, I
collected visual data from participants’ learning environments.
Interview Two
Seidman’s (2019) second interview allowed students to detail their lived experiences.
Students focused on providing the details of their lived experience (Seidman, 2019) from
Interview One. I repeated excerpts from Interview One and asked questions to aid the students in
providing details about previous responses (see Appendix C). Interviews were digitally recorded
using Zoom. Bogdan and Biklen (2007) detailed the ease of use and value of quality recording
equipment in collecting qualitative data. At this point, participants offered in-depth and specific
information on their agentic interactions in school with peers, staff, and the environmental
structures as they described their previous responses.
Interview Three
Seidman (2019) posited that the meaning-making process requires thoughtful reflection
from participants. Last, Seidman’s (2019) third interview was used for students’ reflection
toward meaning making from previously provided details (see Appendix D). I asked students to
think about and reflect on the details the previously provided. I recorded students’ reflections via
Zoom. Seidman (2019) recommended three to seven days apart for the three interviews. Thus,
interviews were scheduled a week apart, and participants adhered to the schedule.
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With the use of Seidman’s (2019) interviewing designs merged with the additional
methods of modified walking interviews and photovoicing, I maintained focus on participants’
lives and participation as much as possible given the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown. I aimed to
disrupt traditional dis/ableist methods of qualitative research for the dis/abled. In other words, I
follow Denzin (2017) in noting the “historical present that cries out for emancipatory visions, for
visions that inspire transformative inquiries, and for inquiries that can provide the moral
authority to move people to struggle and resist oppression” (p. 8). This study aimed to ensure the
focus of its research remains from the perspective of the students who are engaged and benefit as
stakeholders. The research was conducted with participants instead of about the participants, as
substantiated by Lester and Nusbaum (2018).
Timing and Data Collection
I spent three months over the summer conducting virtual interviews at a high school in
northeastern United States. During interviews, I followed a modified tour protocol and an
interview protocol (see Appendices B, C, & D). Additionally, after each interview, I wrote a
fieldnote of what occurred and my reflections. Fieldnotes are also included in data collection;
they can be richly detailed descriptions of the environment (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) and
anything that I may see but was not recorded or reflective of a procedure in question. In the
fieldnotes, I included accounts and descriptions of what I heard and saw, descriptions of the
environment, and anything else that I noted but not said on the interview transcription. I also
recorded nuances and my thoughts and feelings. Moreover, I took notes in case the virtual
conference recording failed. Since this study examined the dialectical relationship between
structure and agency, I noted the students’ environment at home.
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Memos are an excellent way to keep track of emergent thinking (Birks, Chapman, &
Francis, 2008); thus, I wrote memos regularly after interviews to summarize my thoughts,
discuss any themes I have noticed, and explore new areas or concepts. According to Birks et al.
(2008), it is important to be reflexive when writing memos; this is the time to examine how my
role as a researcher can influence my ideas and conclusions.
Through planned interviews and photovoicing, I explored the experiences of agency for
students in special classes. I gathered firsthand information about their daily meaning-making
process. Phenomenology requires that questions be broad and not lead participants (van Manen,
2016). I probed further and asked about how they felt about those experiences and asked about
further details.
Data Recording
Qualitative researchers agree that data recording and analysis occur simultaneously in
qualitative research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; van Manen, 2016).
Throughout this study, interview protocols (see Appendices B, C, & D) were utilized to gather
information regarding students’ agentic experiences. Reflexive notes were recorded in a
notebook and contained general information about the date, time, and location of observation. I
utilized an echo smartpen® to take notes as well as recordings during interviews. I adhered to a
semi-structured interview protocol for asking questions during the first interview, and generated
follow-up questions to probe for additional details and students’ reflections during the second
and third interviews.
I virtually recorded all interviews using Zoom and uploaded them to Dropbox for storage.
This Dropbox account was protected with a password that is shared only with my dissertation
chairperson. Audio recordings were transcribed by Rev.com as soon as possible, and
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transcriptions were then uploaded to Dropbox and Dedoose for storage and coding. Photovoicing
transcriptions were manual and uploaded to Dropbox and Dedoose. Fieldnotes, scratch notes,
and memos were uploaded to Dropbox.
Data Analysis
As previously mentioned, it is essential that data analysis begins immediately and occurs
concurrently with data collection and recording (see Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016; van Manen, 2016). Findings in qualitative research are not generalizable in the
same sense as quantitative analysis. Instead, a qualitative study may be generalized to theory
(van Manen, 2016). With this in mind, I read all transcripts, fieldnotes, and memos for a careful
analysis of particulars and common codes generalized to extant theories.
The software system, Dedoose, was utilized for storing, coding, organizing, sorting, and
searching for texts. After uploads to Dedoose, I read through the transcripts, pulled out codes,
and placed them into categories with an open-coding procedure. These codes were color coded
for ease of recognition in Dedoose. I utilized in vivo coding, where I extracted the participants’
language to represent aspects of findings. Last, the categories were combined in a theoretical
model with an axial coding procedure. At this stage, I made a chart with the codes and themes,
and continued to determine emerging themes regarding students’ experiences and agency.
In phenomenological research, there are two layers of analysis. After the first phase, I
worked on developing the essence of the participants’ experience with selective coding. I
carefully checked for unexpected, surprising, or unusual concepts to appear. One way of
maintaining validity and reliability is to look for disconfirming evidence during data analysis
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
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Researcher Role/Positionality/Reflexivity
In qualitative research, the researcher is the primary instrument, and it is essential to
understand their prior knowledge and experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In
phenomenological research, researchers need to bracket their biases in an attempt to extract the
purest essence of the participants’ lived experiences (van Manen, 2016). Additionally,
phenomenology realized that the researcher’s perspective is a part of the study. Vagle (2018) has
utilized the term bridling to describe the control of continuously moving and changing
perspectives, intentions, and orientations of the participants and researcher. Thus, the disclosure
of my insider connection to this study is obligatory.
As a special educator, I have developed particular feelings and orientations toward
students who are classified. I also worked in Hillsboro High School for a year as a special
education teacher and teacher’s assistant. I have witnessed many occasions where students who
are classified and in special classes cannot direct their lives and make decisions for themselves. It
is my position that all students have the right to make educational and life decisions for
themselves regardless of classifications. Furthermore, my view is evident in the choice of a
critical orientation for this phenomenological study. I have observed the dis/ableist educational
system in which students learn, and I understand that this system requires the same outcomes for
everyone regardless of individual variabilities—equality versus equity. I find this situation to be
unfair and inequitable to students who have been classified.
While I have an emic perspective for having worked as a special educator, I am also an
etic as an outsider of this study. I am not classified with a dis/ability, nor am I the parent of a
student who is classified. I believe the participants viewed me both from the emic and the etic
perspectives. One participant knew me as a previous teacher, and two others knew me as a
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previous teacher’s assistant. I never met the remaining two participants in person. Some students
might have taken note of my ethnicity as being different since I may look different from the
dominant culture; this did not provide an obstacle to building rapport and developing
relationships with participants.
Reflexivity
While I have disclosed my biases and professional background regarding this study, I
maintained constant vigilance and reflexivity by examining my connection to the topic and
participants. I wrote reflective fieldnotes and identified my background as a special educator that
might shape the interpretations. I refrained from judgments and leading questions. I also
bracketed/bridled my prior experiences, knowledge, and biases, and attempted to prevent them
from influencing the analysis beyond the theoretical framework. Bracketing of orientations
allowed for the authentic experience to emerge.
Research Quality
Reflexivity connects to research quality in a qualitative study. I have already disclosed
my insider/outsider position in this study related to my profession as a special educator working
with students who are classified within the educational system. I also shared how my status may
shape interpretation during this study and analysis. Considering that my study is grounded in
constructivist epistemologies and critically aligned, research quality was informed by Guba and
Lincoln’s (1989) and Lincoln and Guba’s (2016) criteria for authenticity. The authors have
voiced concerns that quality criteria with a parallel focus to quantitative research evaluation
remain grounded in methodological positivist assumptions.
Moreover, Guba and Lincoln (1989) warned that sole reliance on method for quality
evaluation “leaves an inquiry vulnerable to questions regarding whether stakeholder rights were
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in fact honored” (p. 245). Their authenticity criteria, contrarily, considers outcome, product, and
negotiation criteria, without heed of positivism. Authenticity criteria for quality evaluation is a
good fit for this study that wanted to ensure inclusion and centering of students and their
perspectives.
Constructivist criteria for evaluation include fairness, ontological, educative, catalytic,
and tactical authenticity for stakeholders. Guba and Lincoln (1989) began with fairness as a
criterion for authenticity. The authors extrapolated the value of fairness in the treatment of
research participants. Fairness is especially essential to this study on students in special classes
who have a history of oppression in dis/ableism. I had careful regard and honor for students and
their lived experiences as I negotiated terms for the research. Students gained experience and
understanding of research methods and a review of their contribution toward fulfilling
ontological authenticity.
Additionally, educative authenticity avers students’ education of others and a widening of
knowledge, and this involved their review of analyzed data upon the completion of the study and
sharing of results and completed work. With this research, I hoped to inspire and promote
students’ agency through their understanding of themselves, others, and the research results.
Thus, catalytic and tactical authenticity may be fulfilled through students’ understanding of their
actions and an increased desire to exercise their agency. The authenticity criteria for research
quality evaluation made sense for this study of students who are in special classes with a history
of segregation and discrimination. Guba and Lincoln’s (1989) and Lincoln and Guba’s (2016)
authenticity criteria provide an ethically responsible structure to ensure quality in this critical
constructivist qualitative study.
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Ethical Considerations
For this dissertation’s ethical production, I obtained Institutional Review Board approval
from my educational institution. Since anonymity cannot be guaranteed in qualitative studies, I
maintained confidentiality by using aliases and changed participants’ descriptions. I obtained
informed consent from participants as well as their parents or guardian. I modified the parental
consent form to create a student assent form utilizing a colored table format (see Appendix E).
As part of the consent process, I informed participants, parents, and school administrators of the
purpose of my study and how I will use the data. I ensured that participants received materials at
their reading levels with a modified student assent form formatted in color and tables. I obtained
information about cultural, religious, gender, and other differences that I needed to respect. I
conveyed trust by disclosing any disruptions in gaining access that would be caused by my study.
I reported contrary findings and multiple perspectives in my results and provided reports
to stakeholders. Additionally, I intend to store data for three years. This dissertation will be
published upon completion and will be shared in the educational community and elsewhere.
Conclusion
This dissertation aimed to understand how students in special classes made meaning of
their lived agentic experiences in a dis/ableist school environment during distance learning and
in-person school. Particular focus was placed on centering students and their perspectives in
adherence to social constructivist epistemology. Critical frameworks of crip theory,
structure|agency theory, capital theory, and causal agency theory provided lenses to examine
students’ actions at the micro and macro levels. Moreover, this study aimed to take a student-first
approach by utilizing traditional and additional qualitative methodologies. Interviews were
combined with additional qualitative methods to elicit in-depth data from a neurodiverse
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population of participants. This research aimed to extend the understanding of how students who
are classified with dis/abilities and learn in special classes exhibited agentic behavior within and
against structures in high school during the transition years.
Additionally, this study aimed to understand how students in special classes leveraged
their capital toward their agency. An awareness of how students drew upon and used their forms
of capital is essential when considering structures. Students’ causal agency toward their agentic
behavior was also studied. This research filled a gap in the literature from students’ perspective
in special classes and their meaning making as agentic beings. It is the aspiration of this study to
precipitate institutional and social change for students who are classified and learn in special
classes.
Chapter Four presents the findings of students’ agentic actions as they experienced life
during distance learning and in school. The micro and macro levels of students’ lifeworlds
describes the findings and their sub-themes. Additionally, each finding is explored in connection
to the theoretical framework of this study.
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Chapter Four:
Findings
As stated in previous chapters, inevitably, a neoliberal, capitalist educational system
established and organized around institutional dis/ableism results in inequity and social injustice
for students who are classified with a dis/ability and placed in the restrictive environment of a
special class. Students in special classes learn in a system inherent in oppression and
marginalization that attempts at eradication. Their educational system centers, idolizes, and
empowers able-bodiedness and able-mindedness. Thus, students’ agency (Bandura, 1989;
Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Giddens, 1984, Sewell, 1992; Shilling, 1992); their ability to act and
determine their fate; and their ability to intervene in their world, make changes, and cause things
to happen are essential components for functioning from within the system of institutional
dis/ableism. The aforementioned theorists concerned with agency have presented the arguments
in consensus that an individual’s agency exists on a continuum between autonomy and
environmental influence from a social system that aims to replicate itself. I approached
structure|agency theory from a medial perspective wherein individuals may be actors in their
environment while being influenced by their social system. Research questions from this study
addressed students’ experiences of agency for students in special classes as their school shifted to
distance learning. In keeping with my researcher’s stance and the philosophical underpinnings of
this study, I persist in the use of the binary term dis/ability (Goodley, 2014) that is aligned with
the notion of socially constructed “disability,” and consequently, “ability.”
To find out how students in special classes make sense of their lived agentic experiences
during distance learning and in-person school, I utilized the following research questions:

STUDENT AGENCY WITHIN INSTITUTIONAL DIS/ABLEISM

81

(1) How do students in special classes make sense of their lived agentic experiences during
distance learning and in-person school?
(a) When and how do students apply their agency during distance learning and in-person
school?
(b) In what ways are students causal agents during distance learning and in-person
school?
(c) In what ways do students experience agency in transition planning during distance
learning?
(2) What types of capital do students choose to draw upon toward their agency?
If there is no theoretical framework to understand the issue and analyze the data, we lose
the post-structuralist and transformative nature of this critical phenomenological study.
Therefore, I situated the data analysis within crip theory (McRuer, 2006), agency theory
(Bandura,1989; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Giddens, 1984; Sewell, 1992; Shilling, 1992),
causal agency theory (Shogren et al., 2015; Wehmeyer, 1992, 2004), and capital theory
(Bourdieu, 1986). Collectively, the preceding theories converge to offer a cogent analysis of
students’ data and solutions. Data analysis using in vivo coding and axial coding brought forth
themes that describe the findings of student agency.
In the following sections, I present my findings of students’ agency in relation to the
systemic structures of their learning environment (see Table 2). Findings of agentic relationships,
academic agency, orientation in spaces, and agentic characteristics emerged from the data
analysis. I describe how the aforementioned findings of agency cut across the micro level of the
individual to the macro level of a dis/ableist system in a struggle between the students as
individual actors and their environment. Additionally, findings regarding students’ use of capital
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toward their agency, and as a result of their agency, are described. In many instances, the

findings are connected to multiple themes, which highlight the empirically interrelated facets of
agency that students experienced in various ways.
Table 2
Findings and Themes
Findings
Agentic relationships
negotiated in structures of
dis/ableism
Academic agency within
dis/ableist systems

Orientation in spaces
within dis/ableist
structures

Agentic characteristics

Themes
Making and maintaining
friendships
Friendship for support
Friendship for inclusion
Humor
Importance of knowledge, good
grades, and passing
Understanding ability
Support and resources

Transition planning as agency
Importance of environment and
space

Comfort, happiness, and relaxation
within spaces
Distance learning as a separate
space
Special class as a better space
Not speaking about dis/ability
Self-determination

Control
Self-advocacy
Self-regulation

Subcategories

Programs and classes
Extra help sessions and
teachers’ assistance
Special class resources
Extra time
Technology
Enough space/large space
Cleanliness of space
Atmosphere as space
Materials and organization
in space
Classroom organization
and orientation in space

Self-determination in
distance learning
Self-determination in
school
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Compliance
Confidence and pride
Agentic Relationships Negotiated in Structures of Dis/ableism
Sometimes, if there’s a test coming up and sometimes my friends are struggling or
getting nervous that tests or a quiz are coming up, usually I give them my best
support and tell them, ‘You’re going to do it; you’re going to pass.’ ‘Try your best
and you’ll be fine.’ I just give them something to believe themselves; they will
pass and get a good grade. (Brian)
Students’ capacity for acting toward goals within a given social environment with
understanding of the schema of the setting was conceptualized through the participants’ agentic
relationships with peers and teachers. Students were agentic actors in their friendships,
relationships, and connections in the learning environment in school and at home. The act of
making friends itself was agentic for students, along with using their relationships with peers and
teachers toward their goals in the learning setting. Subcategories of themes within agentic
relationships include creating and maintaining friendships, friendship for academic support,
friendship for inclusion, and humor. Within each subcategory, I discuss data of student agency,
their connection to forms of capital, and acknowledge the reciprocation of the individual agency
and structure. In this context, students’ friendships were social capital to be leveraged toward
meeting their needs and goals. Social capital can be thought of as the “shared relationship
between group members manifesting through shared understanding of social norms and pooled
resources that are mutually beneficial” (Kundu, 2020, p. 14). An understanding of their social
environment led to students’ use of their social capital toward their agency and toward building
additional capital.
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Students resisted the school structure by collaborating with peers and friends to overcome
challenges. There was mutual support and reliance on classmates for educational needs as
students practiced interdependence (Kelley et al., 2003). Kundu (2020) insisted, “resistance
alone is not a form of agency: resistance by itself cannot necessarily change an individual’s
situation or outcomes” (p. 35). Participants resisted compulsory able-bodiedness in their learning
environment by enacting their agency with relationships. In opposition to the structure of
institutional dis/ablism, students demonstrated opposition to the prescribed environment by
leveraging their social capital of friendship.
Students enacted their power against their learning environment at school and during
distance learning, using their peer relationships to support and rely on one another. The students
were interdependent, rejecting the idealist neoliberal notion of independence while they were
agents in meeting their needs by relying on one another. Gerpott and colleagues (2018) noted
that “humans are interdependent in all spheres of their social lives” (p. 716). Answers to the
following questions shared by the participants provided insight into their interdependence. In the
first interview of the series of three (see Appendix B), I asked participants open-ended prompts
such as “Tell me about your classmates,” “Tell me about distance learning,” and “Tell me about
your friends from school.” Data disclosed participants’ agentic experiences with relationships
and friendships with peers as noteworthy, meaningful, and impactful in confronting the system in
which they are bound. Participants received and provided support to friends and relied on friends
as part of their agency in the learning environment. There was mutual support as the students
wanted to see one another feeling and doing their best.
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Making and Maintaining Friendships
“Well, making the friendships is nice because then I have someone to back me when I need it.”
(James)
Making and maintaining friendships was an agentic experience for students as they
recognized the benefits of their relationships. Causal agency theory (Shogren et al., 2015) has its
foundation in self-determination theory, in which individuals determine their fate and actions.
Consequently, Shogren et al.’s causal agency theory described the causal agent as emerging from
“within the person-context interaction” (p. 256) and the primary action in an individual’s life.
Students knew that their relationships with peers would be beneficial to their goals and
accomplishments in the learning environment, and they set about cultivating those friendships as
causal agents. Additionally, students then utilized their relationships as social capital to meet
their needs. Thus, through their agentic behavior, students cultivated relationships that they
consequently used as social capital toward their goals within their social system.
Participants’ agentic relationships were impeded by distance learning. Responses
revealed the difficulties in making and maintaining friendships during distance learning. There
was a loss of contact with friends due to the inconvenience and difficulty of communication via
texts and phone calls. Brian noted that he had an easier time communicating with friends in
person. According to Lisa, her friends changed during distance learning and were lost. While
engaging in distance learning, students missed opportunities to be agentic via social interactions
with friends, resulting in the loss of an asset to be used toward their goals.
Pertaining to in-person school, students focused energy on making and maintaining
friendships with peers. Lisa shared with peers that she has many pets, and this information was
conversation and relationship starters for her. In his photovoice submission, Robby ensured he

STUDENT AGENCY WITHIN INSTITUTIONAL DIS/ABLEISM

86

meets his friends after school to play basketball, hang out at the mall, or attend a party to “keep
stable friendships.” Essential to Robby’s socialization was his phone, which he relied on to
maintain friendships. In the third interview, Robby made meaning of his social conversations,
noting the importance that his friends were aware of his interest in their lives. Last, in his third
interview, James reflected on his descriptions of making friends:
Well, making the friendships is nice because then I have someone to back me
when I need it. And not only that, having a friend in a classroom is also a little bit
of a confidence booster because then I don’t really have to be all shy and
whatever. So it’s nice to have a friend to talk to.
James and his peers made meaning of their making and maintaining friends; they articulated
friendships’ impact on their lives. Participants were agentic in making and maintaining
relationships for their benefit. In doing so, the participants showed awareness of the social
schema in which they are agents toward their current and future needs. Students were agentic in
their relationships as they leveraged their friendships as social capital to support one another.
The students were aware of the essentiality of their relationships in mutually benefiting their
lives.
Agency in building and maintaining relationships with teachers was another finding from
participants’ descriptions. Students viewed positive relationships with their teachers as an asset,
capital that they could use to their benefit, and they were agentic in those relationships. Teachers
were in a position of power in the learning environment. Teachers determined the comfort level
of the classroom, made connections through conversations, provided help, showed respect, made
learning fun, fostered good feelings, and promoted learning. When asked to reflect on how good
his relationship and chatting was with teachers, Robby perceived his experience to boost his
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confidence and acknowledged that his teacher cared about his day when they conversed. Other
participants shared their interests with teachers and chatted to build relationships. In his second
interview, Kong shared his agentic experience as he maintained friendship with teachers by
“doing his work and answering questions correctly.” Students benefited from developing positive
relationships with their teachers; they leveraged their social capital of friendship toward
academic assistance and good feelings about themselves.
Friendship for Support
“I get along with a guy and he really helps me…He sometimes helps me with the subjects and
just in case if I missed a day, he would just give me the work for it.” (Lisa)
One form of agency can be seen in collaboration with friends to overcome academic
challenges and personal difficulties. Sewell (1992) posited that in addition to the individual,
agency can also be collective. Participants engaged in collective agency through their mutually
supportive and beneficial relationships; academic assistance from friends was regularly requested
and received. All participants shared experiences of helping and receiving help from their friends
when they missed classwork or did not understand the work. The students also identified reliable
peers who provided support. Collaboration through friendship was used as a first-step resource
for students as they chose to primarily rely on peers for assistance before moving beyond their
peer group to teachers, parents, and counselors.
With friends as a primary source of support, participants revealed the profound effect of
their mutual support. The students understood the schema and rules of the learning environment
and noted its effect on their peers. The participants also comprehended the need to be
interdependent and rely on one another for success. Brian articulated his meaning making of
providing advice, support, and encouragement: “It’s important for me because I like helping
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other people. I don’t like seeing other people down. I just want my friends to do their best and
not feel down about themselves or somethings.” Lisa asked friends instead of teachers for missed
notes or forgotten items when she was absent from school. Friends helped to explain lessons to
the participants and helped them better understand classwork material.
When prompted in a first interview, “So tell me about your friends from school and what
happened with them while you were learning from home,” Brian shared his experience:
Sometimes we help each other with homework or give each other tips, how
to...you know, work around the system, how it is right now. Or if we’re having
struggles with how something works, we just give some advice to each other.
Brian not only revealed that he and his peers helped one another, he further divulged that
he provided advice and emotional support:
Sometimes, if there’s a test coming up, and sometimes my friends are struggling
or getting nervous that tests or a quiz are coming up, usually I give them my best
support and tell them, you’re going to do it; you’re going to pass. Try your best
and you’ll be fine. I just give them something to believe themselves; they will
pass and get a good grade.
Other participants also explained how they asked and received assistance from their friends as a
first line of action when they needed missed homework, notes, or additional explanation. Brian
further described how he disliked when his friends were feeling sad or depressed, and helped
boosted their confidence. The participants reported feeling good about helping their peers and
proud that classmates could approach them for assistance and advice.
Students turned to one another for support as a way of fighting against the system,
or, as Brian put it, “working around the system” in which they learned. Each of them was
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within the same system and shared hopes of wanting to succeed. Having a friend to ask
for assistance was essential for students to work around and get through their
experiences. Even within the special class program of extra supports, students described
how they consistently turned to each other for help with their work. Participants helped
each other “get through” the learning; thus, students were working against the provided
educational structure that did not provide what they needed.
As structure|agency theory in its various iterations suggested, through consistent
recognition, association, and interaction within institutional dis/ableism, students were
agentic in overcoming challenges. Kong summed up the participants’ support of one
another when he noted, “I feel happy about that. I have friends; they can help me with my
work.” For the participants, collaborative agency with friends was essential to their
academic achievement and morale, and those relationships were mutually beneficial to all
parties. Crip theory highlights the structure of able-bodied centering in which students
were learning and their actions were fighting to work around the system from within.
Friendship for Inclusion
“When people get left out, it makes me feel bad, and it makes the teacher feel bad. When people
get left out, it hurts everyone.” (James)
In addition to friendships for support, students were agentic in the inclusion of peers.
Friendship was used for the inclusion of students who were new or excluded from activities to
encourage participation and promote feelings of solidarity. Students noticed that peers were
being excluded and decided to intervene by being friendly. Agentic actions that were advocative,
rebellious, and resistive in nature disclosed the participants’ commitment to inclusion within the
larger system of dis/ableism. James shared an experience in which others were being judgmental
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to one of his peers, and he responded with, “Bro, if they’re telling you that, just honestly, just
leave. Just leave. Either leave, or you’re always allowed to come play with us. You’re always
allowed to be with us. We don’t care.” Also inclusive, Robby made an effort to speak to his nonfriend groupmates so they do not feel excluded. Participants described group work as difficult
when they were placed with peers who were not their friends. During these times, the students
found it difficult to communicate with their group mates for productivity. Notably, James
ensured that everyone felt included because it was easier for communication, and inclusion was a
principle he believed in. Furthermore, James felt that if everyone was included, that guaranteed
equality in work distribution within the group “instead of someone just sitting there doing
absolutely nothing.”
I further probed James’s responses in his third interview, “Okay, so you told me that
when kids aren’t included, you have a problem with that because when they are not allowed in
on the fun, it’s not really fun anymore. So, how do you…?” James interjected, “Yeah, it’s just
not really fun without any friends, and it’s a fact.” Students noted that they needed friends for
enjoyment, confidence, companionship, and stress reduction. Friendship here is agentic,
deliberate actions toward inclusion and being included, consequently gaining power in the
classroom and their larger environment. With the support of their friends, students felt more
powerful and in control of their environment, showing that they had comprehensive knowledge
of the social structure of their learning environment and where they may fit into that structure.
Moreover, students exhibited awareness that harnessing their social capital toward their agency
would result in additional future forms of capital.
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Humor
“It just means that we're all at least to some extent not all miserable.” (James)
Participants detailed how they used humor in the learning environment: goofing off,
joking, and laughing to lighten the classroom mood, and gain and maintain friendships. Students
were enacting agency when they used humor to control their environment. The students
disclosed parts of themselves and their interests, used jokes, and gained the courage to have
conversations with peers. Here, humor as cultural capital, as part of students’ “symbolic toolbox
of and knowing how to use language and behavior in social contexts” (Kundu, 2020) is leveraged
toward their agency. Students used their asset of sense of humor to build, maintain, and
strengthen their friendships. Friendships also supported peers and generated additional capital for
students. Thus, the use of cultural capital, humor, was agentic and mutually beneficial in building
additional social and cultural capital. The use of humor also revealed students’ comprehension of
their placement within the learning environment and the social rules associated with the
structure.
Humor as cultural capital toward agency was used as an inclusive device to make sure
classmates were not excluded, to encourage participation, and to band together against the
teacher in good-natured fun and teasing. James noted that having friends to back him boosted his
confidence as he uses humor to his advantage. Humor was used to correct the teacher without
sounding inappropriate. He noted that one does not need to be serious to take things seriously,
that his goofy side was cool. When asked in his third interview, “Tell me about your friends and
the camaraderie you have with them in class and the laughing that you do with your friends in
class. What does that mean to your life?” James said, “It just means that we’re all at least to
some extent not all miserable.” James used his sense of humor to his advantage to ensure levity
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in his environment and to gain control over his social learning environment. He leveraged the
cultural capital of humor toward his agency in school. Humor was an asset that benefited all—
the participants as well as everyone in their learning environment.
There were calculated means by which the participants utilized humor to make and
maintain friendships. One participant said he tried different strategies that work before he settled
on humor as a means of interaction with peers and teachers. Kong used jokes that he learned
from YouTube to share with friends and make them laugh. When Kong was prompted in his
third interview, “So tell me how important that is to you, that you have all these nice and funny
friends that tell jokes to each other,” his response was, “So I can talk with them more good. I can
talk to them more often.” Kong leveraged humor as an asset toward his agency with friendships.
Another participant related that he liked to “kid around” with his friends and would show his true
self to put others at ease. The use of jests and comedy was an asset that students used to their
advantage toward friendships.
Academic Agency Within Dis/ableist Systems
You want to learn efficiently. You want to understand the stuff you're talking
about. You want to learn the stuff you're talking about, and the teacher will
understand that you understand it better, because it'll stick in your head. (Lisa)
For the purposes of this study, the finding of Academic Agency is students’ actions,
interests, and priority in gaining knowledge, educational achievement, and academic success in
high school and postsecondary life. The importance of education and academic achievement was
a consistent theme that surfaced during data collection and analysis. Education is emancipatory
with the power to liberate (Freire, 1970). Furthermore, in his study, Kundu (2020) endorsed the
potential of agency in attaining academic goals. Thus, students’ interest in their academic
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education is agentic since it serves their interest in learning and succeeding within the dis/ableist
educational system. In congruence with Freire’s (1970) conviction that education has the ability
to set one free from oppression, students viewed academic achievement as cultural capital that
may transfer to career gains, economic capital, and future success. Cultural capital is one’s
toolkit of knowledge that may be leveraged to speak, act, and take action toward power and gains
in a given environment (Swidler, 1986). Accordingly, students were agentic in pursuing
academic achievement toward future gains.
The participants cared about their learning and academic achievement as they reported
the need for better academic performance and outcomes: passing classes, acquiring good grades,
gaining a greater understanding of subjects, being challenged, and succeeding in assessments.
Obtaining support and applying the appropriate effort were also crucial to participants’ academic
achievement. Examples of the three levels of questions asked of participants that produced data
relating to academic agency were “Tell me about your classes,” “You said you were going to go
to class more; tell me about that,” and “How do you feel about the fact that you think that you’re
not an empowered student?” For the participants who are within an educational system founded
on compulsory able-bodiedness, their agency toward academic achievement revealed liberatory
aspects to change their futures. It is also necessary to consider students’ agency within the
dis/ableist education structure as they struggle to escape the system and negotiate their agency.
In some aspect, students are utilizing what the system provided to break out of it for future
success. The finding of Academic Agency includes sub-themes of Importance of Knowledge,
Good Grades and Passing, Understanding Ability, Support and Resources, and Transition
Planning in which student agency is explored dialectically to their environment.
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Importance of Knowledge, Good Grades, and Passing
“Putting effort into your work will get you places.” (Lisa)
Students felt their educational achievement in school would be rewarded in the future
with scholarships, getting jobs, and better performance at their jobs. As a result, students
harnessed their agency in achieving academic goals toward future cultural and economic capital.
In answer to a prompt in Interview Three, “You said that when you work hard for something and
you put effort into it and you get it done, you feel good about that. Tell me how important it is to
you that you work hard and you put effort into getting something done,” Lisa exemplified
participants’ responses that “putting effort into your work will get you places.” She wanted to
learn and understand to help others be better in her future career as a cosmetologist. Robby also
remarked on the importance and necessity of showing how well he performed in school with the
good grades that he earned because it will “look good” on his resume. Another participant, Brian,
substantiated his peers’ responses when he divulged that he believed a high grade-point average
would help him with college admittance. Kong further corroborated the popular idea that
academic achievement will bring future rewards. He answered the third interview question, “You
told me that being an empowered student means that you can get an education. Tell me how you
feel? Why it’s important to your life?” Kong reflected on his statement and made sense of it:
“I’m empowered to get an education so I can go on with my education, get a job.” The
participants considered academic achievement to be fruitful for their futures and thus were
agentic in pursuing those goals within their environmental structures.
The data analysis revealed that participants were agentic in acquiring knowledge for
growth and improvement that would also serve as future cultural capital with future benefits.
Participants noted that they liked to work and learn subjects for which they had an affinity and
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preferred enjoyment in learning. The students challenged themselves and continued learning
through obstacles. Brian mentioned that he liked to present his best self and capability and
improve on weak points of his work while attempting to learn faster and show improvement. The
participants’ pursuit of knowledge for knowledge’s sake demonstrated their agentic actions and a
view of education as cultural capital. Feelings of pride and achievement were associated with
students’ academic accomplishment, and the students felt more valuable.
Understanding Ability
“I did the easiest ones I could do, and then I'd work my way up to the hardest ones.” (Kong)
Participants had knowledge of their abilities and utilized that as cultural capital toward
being agentic and gaining additional cultural capital in knowledge. The five students were aware
of lesson comprehension and were agentic in asking for assistance or enrolled in classes to
further their knowledge. Consequently, participants were more capable in the completion of
classwork and lesson comprehension. Agency was displayed in the attendance of extra help
sessions after school and requests for explanations on paper, such as writing out a math problem.
For example, Brian had an awareness of the subjects he excels in and worked on sharpening his
skills in lesser understood subjects. Brian also wanted to challenge himself with general
education classes and expressed goals of gaining permission for future enrollment in those
classes. Participants engaged in future planning with their awareness and insight of their
strengths. For instance, Lisa realized that she was good at hairstyling and enrolled in the
cosmetology program at her high school with future career plans of working as a cosmetologist.
Moreover, Kong acknowledged his strength of working with his hands and hands-on
learning. Kong is conscious of his strength in mathematics and hands-on activities, has enrolled
in a construction program at his high school, and is planning a career as an electrician.
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Incidentally, Lisa shared that she did not feel like an empowered student because she was not on
the honor roll or principal’s list. Lisa conflated empowerment with a high level of academic
success, conforming to compulsory able-bodiedness and replicating the oppressive social
structure.
Participants additionally grasped the necessity of their ability to concentrate and focus
and were agentic in staying on task. Robby realized he was distracted and would return to his
seat to continue his work. Participants were aware that they performed poorly on less enjoyable
subjects and were agentic in managing the issue. Kong chose the classes for this year and left his
favorite for next year while Robby enrolled in classes with benefits for his future. Of note, Lisa
expressed understanding and respect for others’ ability when she shared her dislike for asking the
teacher’s assistance while they were helping other students who may have needed more help than
her.
Pertaining to distance learning, students shared their agentic experiences from their
virtual learning environment. Robby recognized his ability to learn during distance learning and
expressed that he was able to learn the same as he did during in-person school. One participant,
Brian, recognized his tendency to forget scheduled tests and assignments and mentioned that he
needed to input those events into his device to receive notifications. Lisa voiced that she had
increased difficulties understanding lessons from home than in school. Students’ understanding
of their abilities was capital in helping them make decisions and growing academically.
Additionally, by acknowledging their abilities, students recognized their place within the
learning environment and were agentic in overcoming challenges and achieving academic goals.
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Support and Resources
“I guess that's good because you know you're not alone, or not trying to figure it out on your
own. You have a teacher that'll help you.” (Lisa)
Participants were agentic in utilizing provided support services and resources. Students
actively sought and used resources that were afforded them as participants in their high school
and the special class program. In their agency, students enacted their power to take charge of
their situations and utilize available support and resources toward their gains.
Programs and Classes
Regarding academic agency, students referenced the programs and classes offered by
their high school and commented on their importance. In recognizing the program offerings of
their school, students showed awareness of their options and those options’ potential to benefit
them. The students wanted to learn subjects that were of their interest and were enjoyable. Robby
described the number of choices for electives and their potential to help his future. When asked
what she would share about her school, Lisa further remarked on the programs and classes
available to enjoy and explore within their interests. Students’ options of programs, classes, and
electives were noted as part of their academic agency and knowledge of the system in which they
learn.
Extra Help Sessions and Teachers’ Assistance
Participants shared multiple occasions of asking teachers for assistance with work and
noted that it was always available to them. As Brian put it, teachers’ timely help was essential to
students’ understanding and “completing their work easier and faster.” Robby reflected that he
was happy that teachers knew their jobs and were able to help. Students also attended extra help
sessions after school with teachers to better understand topics and access homework help.
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At this Hillsboro High School District, teachers are contracted to provide extra help
sessions two times a week in which students may attend. At extra help sessions, students may
complete assignments and tests with assistance, request explanations, ask questions, have their
assignments read to them by the teacher, and receive other supports from teachers. Students also
reported receiving moral support in the form of cheering, reliability, and stability from teachers.
Kong and Lisa appreciated that. In her third interview, Lisa reflected on her asking teachers for
assistance, “I guess that’s good because you know you’re not alone, or not trying to figure it out
on your own. You have a teacher that’ll help you.” Brian made meaning in his third interview of
a previously described experience requesting help:
It’s important to me because I want to know more; I want to improve what I’m
not good at, and usually I ask my teachers what I’m struggling with in my classes
or I usually ask one of my friends what do they think of my answers.
In requesting assistance and attending extra help sessions at Hillsboro High School, Brian and
his peers were agentic in accessing knowledge with the greater dis/ableist structure.
Special Class Resources
In the special class program at Hillsboro High School, there is generally one teacher and
a teacher’s assistant in each classroom or one special education teacher and another content
teacher with a maximum limit of 15 students per class. Participants took advantage of the
additional resource of two teachers in their classrooms. Brian noted that some of his classes
might have three teachers, and he was able to get additional materials such as a calculator or
eraser if he was having an issue and could call over one of the other teachers in the classroom.
In some special classes, there may be one teacher, one teacher’s assistant, and an aide that
is assigned to a particular student. Of note is that the student’s aide usually will assist other
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students in the classroom so as not to spotlight the student receiving 1:1 teacher’s aide. Lisa
appreciated that if one teacher was busy, she could approach the other teacher and request
assistance. She noted that “Being in smaller classes mean you could just get the teacher’s
attention and then she’ll help you more because she’s not running over to all these other students
at the same time.”
Extra Time
Some students are allotted extra time, such as double time or time and a half, compared to
their non-classified peers on classwork and assessments as listed on their IEP. As a legal
document that provides support services to students who are classified with a dis/ability, the
student’s IEP is personalized to their educational needs. Data collected from this study showed
that participants were agentic and utilized their extra time to meet their unique needs. When
asked about his special education classes in his first interview, Kong shared, “Special education
class means you get more help and everything; you get more time for stuff.” The support
services provided to students in the special class program and through their IEPs helped students’
agentic behavior by taking advantage of the services to meet their needs. However, students did
not show agency by requesting additional support that were unavailable at school.
Technology
Students exercised their agency by utilizing technological resources. During distance
learning, the virtual learning platform provided ease for Kong to text his teachers to request help.
In his photovoice submission, Brian shared pictures of a website and noted that it was “very
useful, very easy, and I can get my work done easier.” Robby further noted that his phone was
essential outside and in school. Some students are provided with the use of a calculator on their
IEPs for classwork and assessments. Brian reflected that using a calculator in class made it much
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easier for him to get answers in math. As a resource, technology provided students with ways of
being agentic.
Contrarily, some participants had difficulty utilizing technology and noted the issues
associated with devices and systems. Brian noted that teachers would forget to notify students of
tests, and those tests would “just pop up out of nowhere,” and he would need to let the teachers
know that the students did not know. In his photovoicing video, James expressed that he did not
enjoy anything about the virtual-learning platform because he was not good at distance learning.
Brian concurred with James’ sentiment and shared that he also found the virtual learning
platform difficult to use.
Transition Planning as Agency
“Like for cooking, it's kind of preparing me for after high school so I know how to cook, and I
can actually cook for myself and make food.” (Robby)
Transition planning encompasses life decisions for after high school and is mandated
from the age of 16 years under federal law by the Individuals with Disabilities Act of 2004 and
often begins earlier in some states. Along with the school’s program for planning life after high
school, students demonstrated agency in choosing programs and classes to help their careers,
deciding on what they would like to pursue after high school, and working on current and future
goals to prepare for post-secondary life. For example, Lisa planned a career as a cosmetologist
after high school; therefore, she has joined the cosmetology program at Hillsboro High School.
In the cosmetology program, Lisa wanted to learn how to properly cut hair and apply make-up
for the result of happy clients as returning customers. Kong had goals of working as an
electrician and owning his own business after high school; thus, he enrolled in classes and a
program that would help him achieve his professional goal. Kong also diligently worked in his
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math classes to acquire the skills needed as an electrician. Moreover, Kong persevered in classes
to obtain future employment as an electrician and subsequently own his business in which he
would hire and teach his employees.
Planning for his future, Robby wanted to learn how to cook nutritious meals for himself.
Career-wise, Robby had goals of being a welder and discussed with his guidance counselor the
possibility of joining a vocational program next year. James loved to play video games and
would like to learn how they are made. He aspired to be admitted to a computer program in
college to study computers and make games for the enjoyment of many. Brian hoped to earn
scholarships and attend college after high school to study in the medical field. All five
participants had post-secondary plans and engaged in transition planning to attain their goals.
Participants’ level of transition planning for post-secondary life demonstrated their agency in
taking control, planning, and goal making; they were agents in directing their post-secondary
lives.
Orientation in Spaces Within Dis/ableist Structures
Usually, whenever you came back from a test or a quiz or a presentation,
sometimes you get overwhelmed and you just want to relax or to get your focus
and the right mindset and to have no anxiety or not much anxiety. It's kind of
important to show where's usually the best place or the best environment for you
to relax and concentrate or think what you should do next time or what mistakes.
(Brian)
The finding of Orientation in Spaces within Dis/ableist Structures emerged after in vivo
coding to axial coding in the data analysis (see Appendix A). Ahmed (2006) expounded on the
significance of the perception of objects depending on one’s location in relation to that object.
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Ahmed referred to relation as orientation and put forth that “what is perceived depends on where
we are located, which gives us a certain take on things” (p. 27). Thus, the students apprehended
their environment and the objects it contained from the perspective of peripheralization in a
compulsory able-bodied system and shared their experiences of orientation in their spaces.
Participants answered questions about their learning environment in a semi-structured interview
format over three interviews. First, participants were asked about their experiences; next, they
were asked to provide details, and last, they were asked to reflect on those experiences. An
example of a first interview question regarding Spaces within Dis/ableist Structures was “What
do you like about your school?” and “If we were making a movie about your school, what would
you want to show?” An example of an Interview Two question to Brian was, “You said that your
new school, this last year when you entered high school, was much cleaner, good security, good
grounds. Why is that important to you?” Last, the third interview question that asked Brian to
reflect on his experience and make meaning was, “And then you spoke about clean spaces. You
spoke about it with your desk at home, and the school classrooms, and the school in general. So
clean spaces and how you wanted them to be clean. Tell me about how you feel about the fact
that you need that, you want that, clean spaces?” Participants’ responses provided insight into the
environment’s influence on student agency. As structure|agency theorists asserted (Bourdieu,
1977; Giddens, 1979, 1984; Sewell, 1992; Sztompka, 1994), individuals are in constant
negotiation with structure and its duality. In the duality of structure, individuals act within the
structures that provide the capacity to act, while also replicating the structure. In theorizing,
Sewell (1992) posited that “agency arises from the actor’s knowledge of schemas, which means
the ability to apply them in new contexts” (p. 20). In this instance, a component of the structure
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is the physical environment in which students learn, and the results of this study acknowledge
structure’s forces against students’ agency.
Evident in the theoretical framework of this study are concepts for data analysis. Since
structure|agency theory (Bourdieu, 1977; Giddens, 1979, 1984; Sewell, 1992; Sztompka, 1994)
deals with individuals’ actions in relation to their environment’s structure, I discuss Orientation
in Spaces within Dis/ableist Structures on the micro level as participants’ lived experience within
their learning environment while perceiving and negotiating their space within the larger social
structure of educational dis/ableism. Consistently, participants shared what they noticed about
their environment, what they liked about their environment, and how it affects their emotions.
However, findings in this category reveal that students’ environment overwhelmed their agency.
The theme of Orientation is Spaces within Dis/ableist Structures consists of subcategories of
findings on the Importance of Environment and Space, Comfort and Happiness Within Spaces,
Distance Learning as a Separate Space, and the Special Class as a Better Space. Subcategories
of each finding and their relation to student agency and structure are discussed in the proceeding
sections.
Importance of Environment and Space
“Whenever I'm about to take a test, usually I need open space, a lot of room so I can think and
try to answer questions, answer questions as calm and very precise.” (Brian)
Relating to their learning environments during distance learning and in-person school,
participants described the necessity of having enough space, the cleanliness of their space, the
atmosphere as space, and the materials and organization of their spaces. While this study is
qualitative with analysis for emerging themes, there were more than 100 excerpts that described
the students’ learning environment. Participants also shared their feelings of anxiety when they
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did not have enough space to work and were stressed when the environment was not clean.
Orientations toward the classroom and learning materials as well as their organization were also
shared by participants. In a few instances, students were agents in directing their environment to
meet their needs. However, in the proceeding section, students articulated their spatial needs in
the learning environment while seldomly acting to meet those needs. In this way, the structure
component of structure|agency was more powerful than the students’ agency as students
accepted their physical environment.
Enough Space/Large Space
Findings of agency relating to the importance of their environment and spaces reinforced
structural forces as a factor on student agency. Students placed significance on having enough
space and large spaces in their learning environment but were not agentic in creating those
spaces. When prompted in the third interview to reflect on a previously provided detail, “Tell me
about the importance of having that space to get rid of your anxiety,” Brian answered in a deeply
revealing manner:
Usually when anxiety, for example, it’s like a rope, right? And it’s like having
that weight or rope on you, and sometimes it slows you down or put a weight on
you and it’s hard for me to do my work and to focus. And with having more
space, all that weight just flies off and I have more focus and able to do my work
better.
Large spaces were seen as “freeing” and functioned to prevent students from feeling crowded,
decreased noisy environment, prevented being shoved around, provided increased focus,
increased independence, and decreased anxiety and stress. Furthermore, participants preferred
their spaces clear and clutter-free for better focus and concentration when working and taking
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tests. There was a sense of well-being and feeling of being free when the space was large
enough. Large classrooms, hallways, windows, and smartboards were also preferred for students’
safety, independence, and access. However, participants’ orientation in the provided space
toward structure did not precipitate their agency in negotiating spaces for themselves.
Participants who preferred more space said they focused better when they had their “own
space” in a classroom—meaning enough space for themselves. Brian mentioned that a larger
classroom and larger desk “gives me more room, more space to feel free and it gives me less
anxiety.” Participants also preferred “more open space” to stretch, take a break, or move
around.” Lisa postulated that more space was good for the efficiency of getting around and the
prevention of her tardiness. Large items in the classroom and school make it easier for students
to see, have access, and provide safety measures. Kong mentioned that there were “large”
windows that make it easier to escape in an emergency. Brian wanted a large field of free space
to hang out with friends and relax during his free time. The space’s size was noteworthy to
students as they learned within dis/ableist structures that overwhelmed their agency. Some rare
instances of individual agency that overcame the forces of the structure was Brian’s choosing
where to sit when given a choice and also his asking to take a break and go for a walk.
Cleanliness of Space
Participants preferred their spaces clean, clear, and clutter-free when working and taking
tests for better focus, concentration, and the sense of well-being and freedom. Participants
reported that a cluttered environment increased levels of anxiety and stress and decreased
concentration. However, the duality of structure was witnessed as the environmental factors
overwhelmed students as actors. While students were aware of and acknowledged the physical
structures in their learning environment, students rarely enacted their agency toward making
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changes. For instance, Brian did not like too many items on his desk because he felt that
something might get lost and cause anxiety. Also, if he had to put his binder under the desk,
Brian did not like the dirty floor. Brian shared that “Usually, I remind myself to clean the desk or
find a good space,” and if that does not work, he “asks the teacher to move his seat to a more
comfortable location.” Reflecting in his third interview, Brian mentioned better organization as a
result of a clean and uncluttered environment. Lisa needed a “clean learning environment so the
teacher can work on the board” and further explained the necessity of a sanitary and uncluttered
environment during the time of COVID-19 to prevent diseases and keep students safe. The
cleanliness of Brian and the participants’ workspace was essential to their sense of well-being
while learning, and while there were rare instances of agency, the environmental factors take
precedence over student agency; the structure works to replicate itself.
Atmosphere as Space
Participants regarded the classroom atmosphere as part of space and noted that the
atmosphere could determine if the students “feel comfortable and want to be there.” The feeling
of wanting to be in a space was frequently mentioned when the students answered questions by
recalling their comfort level and feelings of well-being. Participants reported having better
concentration and learning where the atmosphere was pleasant. Lisa thought that the teacher had
a role in deciding classroom comfort, which influenced her desire of wanting to be there. Robby
preferred the comfort of his home during distance learning, which he thought was a “pretty good
atmosphere,” where “there’s not really any really negativity in the house” and “it kind of makes
me happy knowing that everyone around me is happy and stuff.” Robby expressed that he
preferred a conflict-free learning environment and classroom. Participants placed significance on
the atmosphere as a part of space due to its influence on their feelings of comfort and well-being
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in their learning environment. However, rarely were students agentic in controlling the
atmosphere. Notably, James utilized humor to change the atmosphere in his classroom, and in
those instances, his actions expressed agency in managing his environment.
Materials and Organization in Space
Participants referenced their orientation to materials and the organization of the learning
environment. For example, students mentioned the importance of where their desks were located
as well as having a large enough desk to store all their items. The large size of the electronic
interactive whiteboard and the ability for students to orient themselves comfortably to see from
anywhere in the classroom revealed students’ perception of comfort in the classroom. Lisa
mentioned that the orientation of the electronic interactive whiteboard to where she sits was
important for her understanding of the lesson. She continued her explanation that her proximity
to the electronic interactive whiteboard also determined her comfort level; however, Lisa’s seat
was often chosen for her. Furthermore, participants noted that when they are properly orientated
to the electronic interactive whiteboard, they could have a more fun lesson that was more
interactive. Contrarily, students could be situated where they needed to turn their heads to see the
board. Once again, environmental structures overwhelmed students’ agency as students accepted
the physical environment.
The materials used in the physical class, along with classroom materials, were of
substance to participants. It was important for participants to know the location of items and how
to access materials during physical education class. Robby reported that one particular school
material, his school ID, caused him physical stress in the form of bruising since he was required
to wear it around his neck while in school. It made Robby annoyed and agitated to follow that ID
rule, but he had no choice. However, Robby did relate a solution to his issue; if he had a choice,
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he would like to stick his school ID on his shirt rather than around his neck. It was observed that
students’ orientation to materials and their organization in space affected their learning, comfort,
and well-being in different ways.
Comfort, Happiness, and Relaxation Within Spaces
The concept of participants’ comfort and happiness as a part of Spaces was developed as
participants expressed their feelings and thoughts about being in certain spaces. The interview
protocol (see Appendices B, C, & D) did not include questions about participants’ comfort or
happiness. Rather, the first interview questions that produced responses in this finding were,
“What are your classrooms like?” and “I’m asking you to describe your learning at home. What
would you want to share with somebody?” In the second interview, questions asked to provide
details from Interview One and produced responses in this finding. Questions were, “Describe
that to me. How would that happen?” and “How did you choose that? How do you choose that?”
During the third interview where participants made meaning of their experiences, questions such
as, “So tell me how meaningful it is to you and why it’s meaningful that your learning
environment there has a good atmosphere” and “Tell me the importance of being comfortable in
school.” Responses to the questions during the three interviews resulted in the findings of
Comfort and Happiness within Spaces. Comfort levels within spaces was associated with wellbeing, anxiety, focus, wanting to learn, independence, orientation to their environment, wanting
to be there, and enjoyment. However, student agency was usurped by the structure as students
were conscious of the schema of their environment but were not actors within that environment.
Participants described their comfort and sense of relaxation as they articulated their
experience in school. The classroom environment was described in terms of participants’
comfort and sense of relaxation as they articulated their feelings when speaking about spaces in
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school and at home during distance learning. For example, Robby disclosed that he was more
comfortable in his home, where he knew everyone around him was happy and calm and he
would not have stress or anxiety. He also mentioned that his home was a quiet environment for
him to concentrate, and he prefers a quiet and calm environment. Lisa used “comfortable” and
“comfort” as a necessity multiple times when I asked her to “tell me about her classroom.” The
friendliness of the teacher was also a contributing factor for Lisa’s classroom comfort.
Participants also described their discomfort when being placed in peer groups with whom they
could not work and had difficulty communicating. The way participants were perceived by
others was also a cause of discomfort. For example, if Brian felt that he did not look his best on
video conferencing, he was uncomfortable. Comfort within the learning space contributed to
participants’ focus and learning. In this instance, Brian turned off his camera, acting as an agent.
There were also findings of participants needing “breaks” and experiencing fun and
happiness in their environment. Students wanted a relaxing environment that makes them want to
be there. When the teacher makes the class fun, students want to be there in that space. However,
students were not agentic in making the classroom space more enjoyable. Students reported
feeling calm and happy when they are good with a subject and can figure out the material. The
participants noted that when they were able to relax, they could make friends and feel better
while they worked. James utilized his sense of humor to manage the comfort of his environment
and lighten the mood of the class.
Classroom Organization and Orientation in Space
Lisa described how classroom size, orientation of classroom equipment, and where she is
situated contributed to her comfort in a classroom. Lisa preferred to choose where she sits.
However, Lisa’s seat was often chosen for her, truncating her agency. This finding was
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corroborated by Brian, who needed cleanliness and orientation of his desk for his classroom
comfort and asked the teacher to move his seat “to a more comfortable location” in an instance
of agency. Lisa also talked about “knowing where everything is” so that you “don’t get lost; they
don’t have to ask anybody where is this and where is that.” Here, Lisa expressed her need to
exert some control over her environment; being familiar with her environment makes her more
comfortable to navigate her school. Brian articulated that large classes could be overwhelming
for him; he felt that he needed space to think and feel better while he worked. He also
commented that the pacing of a class could affect his comfort. When thinking about the spaces
students in special classes inhabit, the notion of comfort and feelings of well-being emerged as a
theme that corroborated the forces of the structure over students’ agency.
Distance Learning as a Separate Space Within Dis/Ableism
“It wasn’t fun because that’s online learning and I didn’t really like online learning because I’m
not very good at it.” (James)
At the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020, the state was placed on
lockdown. Consequently, school enacted distance learning for students. With teacher preparation
and planning of less than one week, students were transitioned to a virtual learning platform and
engaged in their education virtually from home. During interviews via Zoom and data analysis in
the summer immediately after, participants chose to answer questions about distance learning or
about in-person school. It was clear that the students were allocating distance learning in a
different and separate space than in-person school and experiencing the phenomenon as
physically and conceptually separate. The data analysis revealed that the dis/ableist school
system was transposed to the home environment and magnified the already oppressive structures.
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In the first interview, participants were asked questions pertaining to distance learning,
such as, “Let’s pretend I’m helping you to make a movie about your learning at home; would
you please describe your learning at home?” and “What do you like about learning from home?”
In the second interview, questions were asked to provide details from the first interview.
Questions from the second interview included, “What happens during the remote way that’s the
problem for you? You can provide an example.” During the third interview, participants were
asked to make meaning of their prior responses and were asked a question such as, “You said
you’re confident. What do you make of that?” Photovoicing in the format of videos provided by
four of the five participants presented additional insight into students’ experiences during
distance learning. Participants’ responses from the series of interviews revealed that they did not
enjoy the experience of distance learning, missed having a teacher in front of them, preferred
predictability, and preferred in-person school even if it meant putting up with some of the
negative aspects such as the scheduled day. Participants reported that difficulties during distance
learning resulted in few instances of agentic actions by students as they were overwhelmed by
the new structures inside their homes.
Participants reported issues with technology and the virtual learning platform of choice
for the school. The students also said that they had difficulty understanding lessons and were
confused with instructions. In his photovoicing video, James explained that there was no
instruction provided with assignments; students were expected to complete and submit
assignments independently. Additionally, there was confusion due to the different learning
model of distance learning, and students could not predict and anticipate the usual
responsibilities compared to learning in person. It should be noted that the school had little
preparation and training for virtual teaching during distance learning and teachers were learning
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alongside students. James said, “There was nothing I liked about online schooling. Honestly, I
would rather sit in a classroom by myself with the teacher there trying to teach me than sit in my
room online schooling.” During distance learning, the transposed structure overwhelmed
students’ actions as agents. Students had little control of their learning environment, and the
structural forces were dominant over the individual’s agency.
Another participant, Kong, noted that there was too much to do during distance learning,
and it was all confusing. Students spoke about missing in-person school and the fun associated
with it, even if it means “having to wake up early to go in.” Interestingly, a later question from
the section about the classroom asked, “It’s about picturing yourself. You’re in the classroom or
you’re walking into the building. What do you see? What are you feeling?” This question
produced answers about how students were missing the social interaction and fun of in-person
school. This technique was used to help participants visualize the question and to provide more
descriptive answers. James’s answer to those questions was, “Just a whole bunch of people, just
talking, and socializing, and actually making friends, and yeah. Actually making friends and
doing all this other stuff that they normally wouldn’t do.” Then I added, “Then you walk into the
classroom...” James answered, “And have a lot of friends that are there to actually talk, and they
want to talk, and whatever.” I then probed further asking, “What do you see around you?” to
which James replied, “A lot of friend opportunities and just a lot of opportunities to make new
friends, if that puts it in a better way.” James missed socialization opportunities with his friends
during distance learning.
It is important to note that instances of agentic response during distance learning were
discovered. Students liked that they could work on assignments at a time of their choosing.
James liked that he could complete all his assignments at once and be free for the remainder of
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the day. Lisa liked that the teacher provided a recorded lecture, enabling her to learn at her pace.
Thus, students revealed agentic actions in making choices and controlling their space, and
learning toward their agency and autonomy, even if the system generally worked to overpower
their agency.
Special Class as a Better Space
“Special education helps you a lot, because you get more time for working and more help from
the teachers.” (Kong)
Participants’ classification of a dis/ability and placement in a special class has removed
them from the least restrictive learning environment of the general education classroom (IDEA,
2004), and they are repositioned in a unique setting of a classroom with no more than 15
students, a teacher, and a teacher’s assistant. The special class as a different space—a physically
different space and a philosophically different space—is located within the theme of Orientation
in Space within Dis/ableist Structures. During the series of three interviews, participants were
asked questions such as, “Tell me about the special classes.” “I asked you about yourself being in
the special classes, and you said that you like it because if you have a problem, you can ask a
question, or you could have a teacher help you. Describe that for me please,” and “There’s an
extra teacher there to explain things to you; how important is that?” Students’ responses to these
questions and others provided data that revealed the duality of structure and the forces of
structure over the individual’s agency.
Participants viewed the special class as a place in which they belong, a space that
provides what they need in terms of fewer students, more teachers and teacher’s assistants, more
assistance, and slower pace, extra time, not different from the general education class that they
referred to as the “regular class.” Lisa described the special class as better with fewer students
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because there’s not “a full classroom where the teacher’s all over the place,” and where for her, it
is the “same as always, two teachers helping kids as usual.” The fast pace in a general education
classroom compared to the pacing in a special class was also noted by participants. Participants
indicated that they preferred the pace of the special class, and when participants had experiences
in a general education classroom, they needed to readjust to the pacing of the special class.
McRuer (2006) asserted that society values an able-bodied and able-minded individual who has
productive value and has based its structure to benefit those individuals and the system. In doing
so, McRuer theorized the cripping of society in which all individuals may identify their strengths
and weaknesses, and consequently dispose of binary identities. In concurrence with McRuer’s
view of neoliberal, capitalist society, students identified with their special classes and were
within their systems of institutional dis/ableism:
Whenever I’m in a regular class, I always have to think a little bit faster, do my
work faster. Sometimes after that class, I go a little bit too fast because I have
kind of a motivation, kind of grounded with me in the special class and sometimes
I go a little too fast. It’s hard for me to try to switch to normal to regular. Not
normal to regular, normal to special class because the speed is different.
Contrarily, Brian revealed that he would like to try the “regular” class for English and math
because he felt he would perform well in those subjects and enjoy challenges. He felt that if the
“regular” class was too difficult, he would return to the special class but would continue aspiring
to the “regular class.” When asked what he was doing to get into the regular class, Brian said that
it was personal to him, that he did not want to go any further with the question, and he would
keep trying for the “regular classes.” In this instance, Brian identified options outside of the
structure but was reticent in articulating his desires. Responses during the data analysis revealed
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that distance learning was a separate space within the dis/ableist structures of institutional
dis/ablism that quelled student agency and reinforced the structure.
Not Speaking About Dis/ability
“Not really. I've never really thought of it.” (Lisa)
Even though participants needed to be classified with a disability to receive special
education services and be placed in the special class program, participants knew little about their
classification or did not want to speak about it. Brian viewed himself as not having a dis/ability:
I don’t think that is a disability or see it as a disability. I just think, like I said, I
just learn a little bit slower than some people, or it takes time for me to adapt to
some things or get used to it. Usually, when I do get used to it, I’m pretty good at
it.
Additionally, Brian asked to skip a question asking him to further describe his dis/ability, saying
that he did not like that question. After some thought, Kong communicated that the name of his
disability is autism. In contrast, another participant reported not knowing anything about their
dis/ability. Over the series of three interviews, participants had few things to say about their
dis/ability. Crip theory (McRuer, 2006) presumed the cripping of abilities for society where
individuals may acknowledge their weakness at different instances. Indeed, cripping of society
could mean identifying everyone as dis/abled and removing the power for the identified ablebodied and able-minded. However, students’ inability to identify or articulate their classifications
speaks to their resistance to conformity within dis/ableist systems. In accordance with McRuer,
students were unwilling to give credence to or had little interest in their classifications. In this
way, students were agentic in managing their identities.
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Agentic Characteristics
Emergent themes of this study, such as self-determination, control, self-advocacy, selfregulation, compliance, and confidence and pride, were grouped under the finding of agentic
characteristics. Students harnessed their inherently interrelated characteristics to be actors in
their learning environment. Sewell (1992) asserted, “capacity for agency—for desiring, for
forming intentions, and for acting creatively—is inherent in all humans” (p. 20). Characteristics
of self-determination, self-regulation, self-efficacy, choice making, and self-advocacy can be
attributed to the theoretical framework of causal agency theory (Shogren et al., 2015). Emerging
from foundations in self-determination for students classified with dis/abilities (Wehmeyer,
1994, 2004; Wehmeyer et al., 2000), Shogren, Wehmeyer, and colleagues posited that students’
characteristics such as self-determination were required for students to act as causal agents. The
proceeding section describes students’ agentic characteristics and actions toward control and
power in their learning environment.
Self-Determination
“Like I never give up. I always try my best to do my work and I succeed. Well, you have to try, to
try and win that goal.” (Kong)
With its underpinnings in self-determination, causal agency theory (Shogren et al., 2015)
for students with dis/abilities (Wehmeyer, 1992, 2004) allowed for the analysis of students’
agentic characteristics. In early research on self-determination, Wehmeyer (1992), a leading
authority on self-determination and students with dis/abilities, defined self-determination as
“acting as the primary causal agent in one's life and making choices and decisions regarding
one’s quality of life free from undue external influence or interference” (p. 305). Causal agency
essentially described students’ agency in precipitating their autonomy. As such, self-
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determination, which defines individuals as agents who construct, control, and bring about
change in their lives, is required for causal agency. It should be noted that the additional themes
in this finding (control, self-advocacy, self-regulation, compliance, and confidence and pride) are
all characteristics of a self-determined individual.
Emerging research regarding self-determination and individuals with disabilities
undergirds the importance of those individuals’ ability to control and direct their lives—in other
words, individuals’ ability to be causal agents in their lives (see Wehmeyer et al., 2000;
Wehmeyer et al., 2012; Wehmeyer et al., 2013). Historically, individuals with dis/abilities have
lower self-determination. Participants in a study conducted by Wehmeyer and Metzler (1995)
possessed fewer choices and opportunities to control their decisions and lives. These decisions
would be instrumental in examining student agency within their dis/ableist learning environment.
During distance learning, students demonstrated self-determination and grit, the
ability to “get it done.” Participants attributed their survival of distance learning to selfdetermination with their ability to “get through it” (James). There was perseverance
through issues of technology and communication, difficult subjects, isolation, and the
unfamiliarity and unpredictability of the new structure and learning environment of
distance learning. While the findings of this study showed that students did not like
unpredictability and liked control of their schedules, the students dealt with the sudden
and novel situation of distance learning with self-determination.
Students also showed their academic self-determination in focusing, learning, and
attempting to meet academic goals. Brian and Lisa spoke about maintaining focus during
distractions, showing an awareness of their environment and the skills necessary to stay
on task and achieve their goals. Students were resolute about getting what they needed in
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class with increased participation and support services to achieve their goals. There were
findings of determination in students attaining support toward academic goals. For
example, Lisa requested assistance from her teachers and attended extra help sessions
after school while relating feeling good for her effort and hard work. Lisa also weighed
the repercussions and determined when she needed a day off from school as a break.
Participants were determined in their continued classwork and studying to achieve their
academic goals.
Participants’ self-determination was displayed by descriptions of their work ethic during
distance learning and in-person school. The students shared their diligent work ethic of note
taking, study skills, procuring resources such as attending extra help sessions, and requesting
assistance to better understand subjects, pass tests, and earn good grades. There were experiences
of participants attending extra help sessions as much as necessary to get a grasp of the material
and request help from the teachers on numerous occasions until they were comfortable enough to
take tests.
In her second interview, Lisa was asked to describe how she improved on tests and
subjects she did not understand; she responded by explaining how she “triple studied” in those
areas, putting forth effort in multiple ways of studying. Lisa explained that she attended extra
help sessions after school with the teacher and tried to participate more in class to better
understand subjects. Kong echoed Lisa’s persistence and commitment to her work by articulating
his strategies for doing well on tests; he worked on the easiest questions first, then moved onto
the more difficult questions. Students’ self-determined actions were agentic in meeting their
needs in the learning environment.
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Self-Determination in Distance Learning
Even though structural dis/ableism was transposed to the distance-learning environment,
it allowed opportunities for participants to display self-determination by their steadfastness in
passing classes and “getting through” the experience. James shared how the notifications from
the virtual-learning platform helped him get right to work upon reception during distance
learning. James also shared that he wanted to experience the state test but did not have that
opportunity once it was canceled due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Even though he could not “get
what he wanted” during distance learning, he was able to get his work done, stating, “It’s school
and we’ve got to get through it.” Lisa and Brian shared the initial difficulty of keeping up with
the work during distance learning and the subsequent perseverance. Brian conveyed his initial
difficulty but tried to get used to the programs, and after a while, he became comfortable. This
difficulty was echoed by Christopher, who shared in his first interview, “It was pretty tough, but
I got through with it. It was pretty hard, actually.” Students’ capacity to keep trying, not give up,
and get through distance learning was repeatedly noted in the findings and demonstrated their
self-determination as agents in their learning.
Self-Determination in School
Perseverance over time to get through various aspects in their learning environment in
school was noteworthy in students’ responses. Effort and the ability to focus and “get it done”
were important to participants as they reported feeling good about themselves when they
persevered. Brian and Lisa shared how they could focus while disregarding distractions and
unfavorable factors of the environment. Brian used strategies and workarounds to find faster
ways to work in math and have a better understanding. Goals and goal setting were also central
to students’ self-determined actions. The participants articulated their goals and how they were
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working toward those goals. Brian wanted admittance into what he described as a “regular class”
because he wanted to see if he could be successful there and get college scholarships. Selfdetermining characteristics were observed in students’ responses as student were causal agents.
Control
“I'd say the importance of that to me is it's good because if you don't want to eat the school
lunch, there's more options around you and you can even go home for lunch.” (Robby)
Control is a form of agency in which students exert power over their environment
(Kundu, 2020). While we have witnessed students controlling their environment in agentic ways
over various findings of this study, I have situated control as a stand-alone characteristic because
of the multitude of excerpts that presented themes of needing control in their environment by
needing predictability, flexibility, and choice making. As a characteristic of agency, students’
ability to control their environment, make choices, and have a voice were evident in their
responses.
While the students were agentic in some instances, at other times, their agency was
thwarted by the structures in place. Students reported wanting some control over their daily
school schedules to better meet their needs, but it was not always possible. James changed his
lunch period, but he was unsuccessful when he wanted to change his class because of dislike for
a teacher. Students were happy when they were provided the ability to have some control, but did
not show many instances of taking control. Choosing where to eat was mentioned by Robby who
wanted to decide where he ate and what he ate for lunch. Additionally, the ability to keep his cell
phones on his person was important to Robby in case he needed it in an emergency. Robby
further shared that it was very important to him that he “had the choice to do things” and had a
say in the work he does. James reported that he tried not to get mad when he did not have control
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of things; he instead tried to make the teacher listen and hoped that she would. Students also
shared agentic actions in choosing extra-curricular clubs and hobbies, choosing with whom to
talk, choosing when to speak up to the teacher, choosing what class to take next, choosing how
much time to invest in work, and choosing self-care. While students’ need for agentic action was
evident, their agency was not always successful. Environmental factors of the social structure
thwarted student agency.
Self-Advocacy
“I would raise my hand and ask the teacher, ‘Is there anything else I could do besides that?’”
(Robby)
Self-advocacy is a form of agency, as students exerted their power on their environment
to champion for themselves, and in some instances, for others. To invoke self-advocacy skills,
students must have an awareness of the social structure of their learning environment at large as
well as their place in that environment. Giddens (1984) asserted that an agent’s “action depends
upon the capability of the individual to ‘make a difference’ (emphasis in original) to a preexisting state of affairs or course of events” (p. 14). Thus, students are asking for and getting
what they need in their learning environment. Students demonstrated self-advocacy tendencies
by speaking up for themselves to their teachers, asking for flexibility with assignments,
disagreeing with teachers, requesting topics they would like to learn, and utilizing support
services and resources. Robby shared that he asked for help from teachers even if he did not have
a good relationship with them. Lisa reflected on the importance of self-care and free time by
taking days off and managing how much time was spent on schoolwork. Incidentally, students
were also agentic when they disagreed with their teachers. James let his teachers know that he
was overwhelmed, backed up with work, and needed flexibility during distance learning. Robby

STUDENT AGENCY WITHIN INSTITUTIONAL DIS/ABLEISM

122

asked the teacher for alternatives or made recommendations when he disagreed with a direction.
Robby also was agentic in telling his parents when he disliked what a teacher told him.
Participants also advocated for their peers when they were excluded or misunderstood. As
students were agentic in advocating for themselves and their peers, we note the importance of
student agents at the micro level and the interactions and larger impact on the social system at
the macro level.
Self-Regulation
“I'd say it makes me feel good because the fact that I can get distracted but then put myself back
to being able to do the work.” (Robby)
Relating to control as agency, self-regulation is the process of an internal guidance
system that “regulates the quality of experience that is important to it” (Carver & Scheier, 1998).
Toward their agency, students were controlling and directing their behaviors in their learning
environment. During distance learning, participants decided when to work on assignments and
reported that they would leave their devices on to hear the notifications and announcements to
immediately work on assignments. Participants noted that timing did not matter during distance
learning because they would wake up, work on assignments, and go back to sleep. In this way,
participants were regulating when they worked on assignments and controlling their schedules.
Lisa articulated that when the teacher provided a video of the lecture during distance learning,
she controlled the pace of the video; therefore, she was better able to understand the lesson. In
the classroom, students attested to their self-regulation by paying attention, attending extra help
sessions, studying, and completing homework assignments to accomplish their academic goals.
Students were in control and managing themselves as agents in their learning environment.
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Compliance
“I guess that's important because if you're participating more, the teacher will notice
you.” (Lisa)
Students were agentic in resisting the system in which they learn by using compliance.
The participants complied with the rules and showed their best selves to get by, survive, and
succeed from within. Compliance appears to be a contrary perspective of viewing resistance.
Nevertheless, I situate my analysis of compliance as resistance in Kundu’s (2020) argument that
“resistance alone cannot always overcome the structural forces of inequality nor improve a
person’s conditions by itself” (p. 35). As an example of students’ sentiments, James shared that
complaining “actually got me nowhere, because disagreeing is like, you’re winning a losing
battle, almost.” Thus, as a form of resistance, students complied with the rules of their oppressive
system of education in several ways.
Students ensured that they were punctual, mannerly, followed the rules, heeded teachers’
instructions, did not disrupt class, and were respectful to avoid negative consequences.
Moreover, students were agentic actors by attempting to work harder, increase participation,
focus more, and seeking assistance to be better students and learners. Lisa shared that she
increased participation to get the teacher’s attention, and as was mentioned earlier in the finding
of academic agency, Lisa did not feel like an empowered student. Notwithstanding, Lisa was
resisting the structures of her learning environment when she complied to achieve her goals.
Last, Robby complied with the rule of wearing his school identification card on a lanyard around
his neck even though it was physically distressing. Robby reported understanding the security
protocol and reasons for wearing his identification card. Students’ compliance in ways that
achieved their goals were resistive in their learning environments and worked toward their goals.
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Confidence and Pride
“The fact that I have confidence in myself is kind of nice because then I don't really have
to worry about other people judging or whatever.” (James)
In order for students to enact agency, use power, exert control, and resist, they
would need the trait of confidence. The participants displayed confidence in themselves
that showed they could be agentic against the system of compulsory able-bodiedness.
Brian demonstrated his confidence by desiring challenge in his classes and his desire for
placement in a general education class. With his confidence, Brian can pursue his goal of
taking a class outside of the special class program. Confidence was further revealed when
Brian spoke about his math skills and ability to “sometimes cheat around the system.”
Robby described his confidence in his cooking skills and said that “it makes me feel good
knowing that I’m making food for people, like desserts.” He was also proud of his
athletic skills and his unique talents. Robby shared that he was proud that he already
knew his plans for post-secondary life, and Kong was proud of his extensive toy
collection. Lisa revealed confidence in her ice-skating ability and what she chose to wear,
no matter who commented. Lastly, James shared that friends boosted his confidence
because he had someone to back him up and someone to talk to in the classroom. As a
characteristic, confidence and pride are necessary to student agency to take action within
their oppressive environment.

124

STUDENT AGENCY WITHIN INSTITUTIONAL DIS/ABLEISM
Conclusion
This study sought answers to how students experience their agency during
distance learning and in-person school. To do this, I interviewed five high school students
in a special class program. Data analysis using in vivo then axial coding revealed agentic
relationships, academic agency, orientations in space within a dis/ableist system, and
agentic characteristics. Subcategories of themes was discussed for each finding at the
micro and macro levels of the individual and social system. The relation of themes to
capital was also discussed.
As the theoretical framework of this critical phenomenological study, crip theory
(McRuer, 2006), structure|agency theory (Giddens, 1986; Sewell, 1992), causal agency
theory (Shogren et al., 2015), and capital theory (Bourdieu, 1986) collectively informed
the research questions and data analysis. Students were agentic actors in their
environment toward their relationships, leveraging their social capital toward agency to
create increased social and cultural capital. Students were agentic in forming and
fostering relationships that provided resources such as academic assistance and support.
In doing so, students then used their intellectual assets to further cultivate capital,
ensuring that capital begets capital in the social structure.
Findings of academic agency ensured that students would garner the cultural
capital they needed to succeed in school and post-secondary life. The participants
overcame challenges and actively sought out support and resources for academic
achievement. Additionally, participants utilized the resources provided by the school and
their classifications of dis/ability. In this way, students were agentic in using what the
system provided to resist from within.
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Regarding students’ orientations in spaces, it was found that environmental
structures took precedence over student agency while the other findings revealed students
as actors in their learning environment. Students were unable to overcome the
environmental factors that impeded their agency. During distance learning, the school’s
dis/ableist structures were transposed into the distance-learning environment at home,
and students showed few instances of agency from within the system.
Agentic characteristics were displayed by participants in their self-determination,
self-regulation, self-advocacy, control, and confidence and pride. These traits were
necessary for students to act as agents within and against their social systems of
dis/ableism.
Throughout the findings, forms of agency were discussed and the emotions that
influenced agency. Students’ use of their assets and how those were harnessed toward
their agency was visible in the agentic actions described. Last, specific attention was
placed on the individual’s agency at the micro level and its impact on the system at the
macro level of the system of dis/ableism in which students learn.
Next, the concluding Chapter Five summarizes and discusses the major findings
of students’ agency in relation to the environmental structures and how these novel
findings fill a gap and contribute to the extant literature. Moreover, I discuss unexpected
findings, limitations, and recommendations for action and future research. Finally, I
discuss the social impact of the findings of this study and provide concluding remarks.
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Chapter Five:
Discussion and Conclusion
This chapter summarizes my dissertation, discusses the meaning of the findings, and
offers a conclusion. I begin with an overview of the problem, the purpose statement, a review of
the methodology, type of research, data collection and analysis, and a review of the major
findings. Next follows a discussion of the findings and their connection and contribution to
extant literature and theory. Afterward, I offer the study’s social impact, unexpected findings,
limitations, recommendations for action, and recommendations for future research. As in the
previous chapters, in keeping with the theoretical framework of crip theory, I steadfastly use the
binary definition of dis/ability (Goodley, 2014), highlighting its socially constructed bias of
centering able-bodiedness and consequently marginalizing those perceived as disabled.
The foundation of this study was premised on the issue that students who are classified
with a dis/ability and placed in special classes experience different circumstances than their nonclassified peers. Special class is the term for a small, segregated, restricted classroom of students
who are classified with dis/abilities, containing additional teachers, and utilizing a modified
curriculum. The restrictions of the learning environment are determined by the Individuals with
Disability Education Act of 2004 (IDEA, 2004), which states that the least restrictive
environment for students is in the general education classroom.
In an educational institution founded on neoliberal capitalist principles wherein students
are valued based on their economic productivity, the perceived able-bodied and able-minded are
centered and prioritized. Thus, students perceived as having a dis/ability are classified and placed
in classes on the periphery of the dis/ableist educational system. Given their peripheralization
and consequential oppression of students in special classes, this study aimed to examine their
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lived agentic experiences. Specifically, I was interested in students’ agency as actors within their
learning environment toward their success and emancipation. Additionally, since transition
planning for postsecondary life is federally mandated for high school students (IDEA, 2004), this
research included students’ experiences as agents in transition planning. Last, in congruence with
Bourdieu (1986), one cannot consider social structures without the inclusion of capital in its
various forms. Therefore, this study further sought to investigate what types of capital students
leveraged toward their agency.
According to the extant literature (Becton, 2018; NCES, 2018; Rea, McLaughlin, &
Walther-Thomas, 2002; Theobald et al., 2019), the restrictive environment of a special class for
students who are classified with dis/abilities results in negative outcomes and achievement gaps
in comparison to their non-classified peers. Unequal effects are observed for segregated students,
wherein students participating in an inclusion model had higher grades on tests and state exams
and higher attendance (Becton, 2018; Rea et al., 2002). However, students classified with
dis/abilities who spent longer periods in the general education classroom had higher graduation
rates, increased college attendance, and increased employment (Theobald et al., 2019). Due to
the continued lack of inclusion in the general education classroom (NCES, 2019c), students in
special classes continue to suffer the consequences of segregation.
In the special class program housed at Hillsboro High School, students were at the age of
transition planning federally mandated by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act and
reauthorized in 2004 (IDEA, PL 108-446) to begin at 16 years old. Given poor postsecondary
outcomes for students who are classified with dis/abilities (NCES, 2019b; Theobald et al., 2019),
it was necessary to understand how students were agentic in planning for life after high school.
The students in special classes are actors within a structure of dis/ableism that serves the abled-
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minded; this precipitated my examination of how students perceived their lived experience
within and against their dis/ableist system. Agency (Bourdieu, 1977; Giddens, 1984; Kundu,
2020; Sewell, 1992), a person’s ability to act and cause actions within a given environment,
became the central concept by which to examine how students in special classes act within
institutional dis/ableism toward their gains. Bourdieu (1985) proclaimed that everyone has the
capacity to act; therefore, in orientation to the social structures, students must be actors within
their environment. Accordingly, this study examined how students perceived their lived agentic
experiences within dis/ableism.
In March 2020, the global pandemic of COVID-19 precipitated a statewide lockdown,
and Hillsboro High School transitioned to distance learning. At this point, it was prudent to
include students’ agentic experiences during distance learning while they continued learning
within displaced institutional dis/ableism. The following research questions were proposed.
Research Questions
(1) How do students in special classes make sense of their lived agentic experiences during
distance learning and in-person school?
(a) When and how do students apply their agency during distance learning and in-person
school?
(b) In what ways are students causal agents during distance learning and in-person
school?
(c) In what ways do students experience agency in transition planning during distance
learning?
(2) What types of capital do students choose to draw upon toward their agency?
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Research Methodology
To answer the preceding research questions, I used qualitative methods of critical
phenomenology to deeply examine the agentic lived experiences of students who are classified
with a dis/ability and learn in special classes. Phenomenological design is hermeneutic in nature
and requires the researcher to grasp the essence of participants’ experiences typically through
interviews (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). To acquire deep and rich information, Seidman’s
(2019) phenomenological interviewing technique was used. I conducted a series of three
interviews consisting of primarily open-ended questions with the objective of “building up and
exploring participants’ responses to those questions” (p. 14). In consideration of the critical angle
of this study, I attempted photovoicing as a method toward social justice and equity for
participants (Cridland-Hughes, Brittain, & Che, 2019). However, only four of the five
participants submitted visual data toward this method, and only one document followed the
instructions.
Discussion
In Chapter Four, I presented a thorough explanation of the findings of this dissertation
research under categories of agentic relationships, academic agency, orientation in spaces within
dis/ableist structures, and agentic characteristics with their corresponding subcategories of
themes (see Table 2). This section discusses how the research questions were answered by the
data and is not meant as a reiteration of the findings. Rather, I examine and consider the meaning
of the answers that the research questions provided. In answer to the overarching RQ1 and its
sub-questions, instances of student agency were shared by participants in every category, with
the least seen in orientations in spaces within dis/ableist structures, as the environment
overwhelmed students as actors in their spaces. Additionally, this study found that students were
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causal agents in their learning environment by taking action to make things happen for
themselves. Students were also actors in their lifeworlds during transition planning as they
actively had goals and prepared for post-secondary life. Last, RQ2 asked what forms of capital
were leveraged by students toward their agency, and social and cultural capital were seen as
assets as well as a result of students’ agentic actions. This study produced novel findings that fill
a gap in the body of extant literature and add a unique contribution to the research about students
in special classes as agents in their lifeworlds.
Furthermore, the proceeding findings provide insight into students’ relationship within
systems of oppression and the dualistic nature of structures. Moreover, findings underscore how
capital is leveraged as an asset and used to build more capital through students’ actions as agents.
A discussion of the answers to research questions of this study follows in the proceeding section.
RQ1: How do students in special classes make sense of their lived agentic experiences
during distance learning and in-person school?
When investigating the overarching RQ1, findings of student agency illustrated that
students understood themselves as agentic in their learning environment. The critical theorists
assert that everyone possesses agency, the capacity to act toward their interests and goals within
a given environment (Bandura, 1989; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Giddens, 1984; Sewell, 1992;
Shilling, 1992). Thus, we saw students’ comprehension of the schema of the structure in which
they learn as they were agentic in acting toward their interests within and against that structure.
The data showed that friendships with peers and teachers were meaningful to students
and they enacted their agency toward creating, maintaining, and utilizing their relationships
toward their goals. Students were agentic actors in fostering relationships toward gaining the
asset of friendship for assistance, support, and inclusion. Additionally, students displayed their
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agency in their pursuit of academic achievement. Regarding their orientation in their spaces,
findings of fewer instances of student agency were noted, and the environmental structures
resulted in feelings of nervousness and anxiety and consequently hindered agency. Last, the
students exhibited agentic characteristics in their lives that worked toward their determining their
fates. During distance learning, students revealed difficulties creating and maintaining
relationships. Communicating via texts and the computer without the in-person connections in
school impeded students’ relationships, resulting in less agency. Academic agency during
distance learning was also affected by technology, while students endured the novel experience
with agentic characteristics.
Agentic Relationships
In answer to RQ1, the finding of agentic relationships is a novel finding that fills a gap in
the literature regarding students in special classes as actors. While studies examined friendships
for individuals with dis/abilities (Callus, 2017; Hurd et al., 2018; Mason et al., 2013; Silverman
et al., 2017) and underscored the importance of those relationships, none of those studies
addressed the connection of agency and friendship for high school students classified with
dis/abilities. The finding of agentic relationships in answer to RQ1 indicates students’ priority in
building and maintaining relationships toward their mutual interests and gains. Additionally,
students conceptualized the notion of interdependence (Kelley et al., 2003) when they displayed
mutual support through relationships toward their agency. In this way, the students were resisting
the Western capitalist idea of independence and realizing that together, they could achieve more.
A consideration of agentic relationships in the learning environment is important in creating
spaces that foster relationships and friendships to benefit students’ interdependence as agents in
directing their lives.
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Academic Agency
An additional way in which RQ1 was answered was students’ agency in pursuit of their
academic aspirations. Students were diligent workers with interests in gaining knowledge,
education, and academic achievement. Their interest in academic achievement was evident in
their agentic seeking and use of the provided support and resources for educational gain.
Additionally, students sought academic assistance, further substantiating their academic agency.
Once again, we witnessed the notion of interdependence (Kelley et al., 2003), as students
realized that they did not have to independently strive for success; support and resources were
available. Freire (1970) averred the emancipatory potential of education, and scholars theorized
that individual agency worked dialectically to one’s environment (Bandura, 1989; Emirbayer &
Mische, 1998; Giddens, 1984; Sewell, 1992; Shilling, 1992). Collectively, theorists corroborated
this study’s findings of students’ agentic actions toward academic achievement from within
dis/ableism. Moreover, McRuer’s (2006) crip theory helped to analyze the oppressive and
discriminatory schooling system in which students learn to further understand their agentic
actions within and against the system and questions that system. Answers to RQ1 revealed that
the educational system does not currently serve students’ needs and students must work against
the system with their peers to succeed. McRuer’s compulsory able-bodiedness is spotlighted as
students expose the discriminatory nature of the educational institution.
Distance Learning
During distance learning, students shared difficulties about learning. They needed to be
independent learners at home. Provided that virtual school was a novel experience for everyone
involved, students were agentic in directing their schedules and pacing their work and seeking
assistance and support via the virtual-learning platform. However, students made meaning of
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their experiences as agents during distance learning by noting their dislike of the practice and
their subsequent fortitude and perseverance. Distance learning removed participants’ agency in
truncating the opportunities for interdependence offered during in-person school, which further
scaffolded dis/ableism in the educational environment.
Findings of academic agency attended to a gap in the literature regarding students in
special classes and their agency toward their academic achievement with their system of
compulsory able-bodiedness. The findings to RQ1 raised familiar questions of dis/ableism in the
educational environment, as schools do not serve students classified with dis/abilities in good
faith. Instead, schools have placed these students on the periphery as they must be inventive
against the structure to succeed. Researchers have examined student agency in the classroom
(Consuelo et al., 2018; Reeve, 2013): Varelas et al. (2015) examined a young student’s agency in
science class in relationship to his environment, Jabbar (2016) explored agency at the school
level, Schoon and Heckhausen (2019) offered analytical purchase for agency in transition
planning, and Vaughn (2014) studied how instruction affected agency. Nevertheless, there is a
paucity in the literature regarding agency and high school students who are classified with a
dis/ability. In answer to RQ1, findings of academic agency underscore the importance of
academic achievement for students, their interdependence on one another, and the provided
supports. Academic agency displayed by students established them as actors in their milieu of an
education system that was not designed to value their strengths. When a strength-based model is
utilized with students classified with dis/abilities, everyone can benefit from individual assets.
Moreover, students recognized the importance of education and knowledge as capital for
future success within their social environment. This finding fits well with the theoretical bearings
of structure|agency theory analyzing students’ actions and crip theory establishing the oppressive
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learning environment. The students were knowledgeable of the social schema of the system in
which they learned and used the provided resources and supports to gain cultural capital in the
form of education and knowledge. These results beg the question of why schools focus on some
specific skills and neglect others. McRuer’s (2006) cripping of abilities posited that everyone has
different strengths and weaknesses at different times that can be beneficial to society.
Orientation in Spaces within Dis/ableist Structures
Usually, with anxiety, for example, it’s like a rope, right? And it's like having that
weight or rope on you, and sometimes it slows you down or put a weight on you
and it's hard for me to do my work and to focus. And with having more space, all
that weight just flies off and I have more focus and able to do my work better.
(Brian)
Brian’s powerful quote provides an example of how the environment affected and
impeded students’ agency. However, Brian and his peers were not agentic in manipulating the
environment and making more space for themselves. The students’ agentic behavior did not exist
in a vacuum but within the given social environment of neoliberalism, able-bodied centering.
Ahmed (2006) conceptualized orientation as one’s viewing of objects for a particular perspective
in relation to the object. Hence, participants’ responses to RQ1 revealed that they viewed their
environment from a position of weakness. Participants’ orientations in spaces within their
learning environment reified the concept of duality of structure as environmental factors
suppressed their agency. In this instance, in answer to RQ1, the environment imposed its schema
on students and replicated the social structure.
There is a dearth in the literature pertaining to students who are classified with
dis/abilities and their agency in relation to the spaces they occupy. Much of the literature dealing
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with agency and space thus far has focused on the field of architecture or outside of education
(Bell et al., 2014; Sniekers, 2018) in which agency is fostered by certain characteristics of spaces
and their design. Additionally, research on agency generally originated outside of the United
States. Researchers have studied space in teacher’s agency (Oolbekkink-Marchand et al., 2017)
and students’ music education (Kuuse, 2018). However, a related study by Canning and
Robinson (2020) examined the loss of a safe space at home for students who are classified with
disabilities. Additionally, Altobelli (2017) reported on agency in the library by creating spaces
for students. Nevertheless, the findings of this study in answer to RQ1 add to the international
body of research and fill a gap regarding how spaces influence students’ agency. Students found
it difficult to be agentic actors given the physical space of their learning environment.
Additionally, Ahmed’s (2006) orientations described how the students’ position in a dis/ableist
system influenced and affected their perspective of the space and subsequently their agency.
A consideration of spaces in special education is not possible without the Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act’s (2004) federal mandate that students must learn in the “least
restrictive environment” to meet their needs. IDEA states that the general education classroom is
the least restrictive environment. Noticeably, students who are classified with a disability and
placed in a special class were removed to a more restrictive environment. Thus, the finding
orientation in spaces within dis/ableist structures and its subcategories of themes in answer to
RQ1 highlight the significance of a physical learning environment that is oppressive to students’
agency. Students in special classes work and learn within spaces that are restrictive educationally
as well as toward their agentic actions. Scholarly bearings for this study’s theoretical framework
underscore the argument for student’s agency that is in constant opposition to their environment
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(Bourdieu, 1977; Giddens, 1984; Sewell, 1992) in an educational system that does not value their
strengths.
In answer to RQ1, we see that students must work against a system from within, and that
system could obstruct agentic actions. Students expressed that their special classes offered them
the additional supports they needed, demonstrating the duality of structure in its propensity to
replicate itself by members of that system to buy in and believe in its goodness. Furthermore,
crip theory (McRuer, 2006) not only highlights abled-bodied centering, but it also offers a
solution to the systemic oppression of individuals with dis/abilities by blurring the lines between
the abled and the dis/abled and considering everyone as disabled at some point in their lives. In
McRuer’s ideal world, a binary definition of ability is eliminated, and everyone may consider
themselves disabled or “cripped,” make use of resources available to all, and have value. The
students’ needs were not being met by the environmental factors set in place by normative
structures of the environment; therefore, students were not agentic toward their learning and
well-being. Seemingly in accordance with McRuer, The Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act (2004) proclaimed:
Disability is a natural part of the human experience and in no way diminishes the
right of individuals to participate in or contribute to society. Improving
educational results for children with disabilities is an essential element of our
national policy of ensuring equality of opportunity, full participation, independent
living, and economic self-sufficiency for individuals with disabilities.
Moreover, IDEA promotes the least restrictive environment as the ideal learning environment for
students. Nevertheless, IDEA has authorized and sanctioned the classification and segregation of
students and has provided the 13 classifications for labeling students required to receive special

STUDENT AGENCY WITHIN INSTITUTIONAL DIS/ABLEISM

138

education support. Given this declaration by IDEA, states and schools have opted to define,
classify, and segregate students in their educational systems. Binary labeling generally positions
one half as positive and the other as negative. I situated my argument within crip theory that
education institutions can educate all students without labeling and segregation. Moreover, the
current 13 classifications are inherently vague and has gaps in its descriptions of dis/abilities.
Due to the labeling and segregation, students experience their agency in different ways than nonclassified peers and often as non-actors in their environments. Furthermore, students’ perceptions
from a position of dis/ableism in their learning environment truncated their agency.
In response to RQ1, the finding Orientations in Spaces within Dis/ableist systems reflects
the theoretical underpinnings of crip theory and structure|agency theory. Crip theory describes
the macro environment in the form of society’s creation of a dis/ableist education system that
centers the abled-minded and creates the physical environment in which students learn.
Structure|agency theory describes how students relate dialectically to those systems as they
interact with the given environment, and in this case, the environment triumphed over students’
agency. Answers to RQ1 showed the structure impeded students’ agency.
The materials in students’ learning environment also affected their agency and ability to
act within their spaces. The classroom organization and materials were meaningful to students.
The participants shared that these aspects of their environment affected them and their agency.
For example, the size of the electronic interactive whiteboard, its location, and students’
orientation to it affected their comfort levels in the classroom. The notion that students’ agency
was affected by their environment is evident in how space influenced students’ comfort and
happiness and thus blocked their agency.
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Answers to RQ1 exposed the oppressive structures that were transposed within
environments while continuing to perpetuate itself. A recent study by Canning and Robinson
(2020) offered substantiation to the notion of a transposed structure. The researchers found that
homes, once a safe and autonomous space for students classified with dis/abilities, were invaded
by the structures of the school environment. In this study, while students engaged in distance
learning from home, they all preferred to learn in school. Students experienced their agency in
the ability to control their schedule and let teachers know when they were overwhelmed.
Additionally, students found technology to be both helpful and an obstacle to their agency. The
virtual-learning platform was a new experience that students had to immediately use from home,
and they needed time to learn. On the other hand, ease of communication with technology
enabled students’ agency. Overall, the invasion of institutional dis/ableism and its structures into
students’ home spaces was evident in their responses to RQ1.
Findings of the empirically interrelated, agentic characteristics self-determination,
control, self-advocacy, self-regulation, compliance, and confidence and pride demonstrated
students’ inherent ability as actors to direct their lifeworlds within oppressive systems.
According to Wehmeyer (2013), agentic characteristics take “an organismic perspective of
people as active contributors to, or authors of, their behavior, which is self-regulated and goaldirected action” (p. 399). Thus, informed by Wehmeyer, the self-determined participants of this
study who exhibited traits to change their circumstances were agentic actors in their learning
environment.
Researchers have hypothesized that agentic characteristics such as self-determination
positively affect the outcomes of students classified with disabilities (Ju et al., 2017; Kleinert et
al., 2014; Shogren et al., 2015b; Wehmeyer, 2015; Wehmeyer et al., 2012). Ju and colleagues
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(2017) found that attributes such as self-advocacy and goal setting supported academic
achievement in post-secondary education after students leave high school. Additionally, the
aforementioned studies underscored the importance of promoting and teaching selfdetermination skills in school. Moreover, Chou et al. (2015) found that students have different
components of self-determined behavior with implications for educators. The finding of
students’ agentic characteristics has implications for policy and program change at the system,
building, and classroom level.
Moreover, program services that teach and promote self-determined characteristics
during transition planning to postsecondary life have also been shown to be beneficial for
students classified with dis/abilities (Ankeny & Lehmann, 2011; Field & Hoffman, 2002;
Solberg et al., 2012; Wehmeyer et al., 2013b). Undergirded by extant literature on selfdetermination, participants’ agentic characteristics have the potential to bring about positive
outcomes in their lives. As such, implications for program change that foster and teach agentic
characteristics should be considered.
Drawing on current research, students’ agentic characteristics could result in their
autonomy and success during and after high school. Given that these characteristics result in
positive outcomes, they also affect students as agentic actors toward their goals. A study by
Anderson et al. (2019) indicated that factors of agency such as self-efficacy and control were
directly related to students’ engagement and academic performance. Supported by research on
the self-determination of students who are classified with disabilities, students’ success during
school and post-secondary life can be attested to the various forms of their agency. Shogren and
her colleagues (2015) helped us understand the significance and implications for self-determined
students.
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RQ1a: When and how do students apply their agency during distance learning and inperson school?
Related to RQ1, the answers to sub-question RQ1a specify when and how students
applied their agency during distance learning and in-person school. Data revealed that students
enacted their agency when they corroborated with peers, overcame challenges, were inclusive,
and resisted the social structures with their relationships. Moreover, students made goals;
planned for their future; and were self-determined, self-regulated, and self-advocating. Students
also complied as a form of resistance and were confident and proud as examples of when they
were agentic.
Agentic Relationships
In their relationships, students were agentic in making friends and fostering their
friendships. The students asked friends for assistance when they needed help, counted on their
friends for support, and made sure others were included. Humor was utilized as a tool for
inclusion, to create and foster friendships, and to promote well-being. Peers were the first choice
for students when they needed classroom assistance, homework assistance, or missed classwork
and assignments. The students relied on one another for academic assistance, support, and wellbeing.
Academic Agency
Toward their academic achievement, students sought assistance when they did not
understand a lesson. Agency was displayed when students requested assistance from teachers
and peers toward their academic achievement. Students persevered by studying extra and
participating more, understanding their abilities, and attending extra help sessions. Additional
support and resources provided by the special class program were sought and utilized by
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students. Actions toward their interests were revealed in the way students chose classes and
programs that they thought would benefit them in school and the future. The answers provided
by RQ1a unveiled when and how students were agentic in their learning environment.
Agentic Characteristics
Students’ agentic actions were revealed in their self-determined, self-advocating, and
self-regulation experiences in answer to RQ1a. Additional instances of student agency were
revealed in students exerting control, compliance, and confidence and pride to resist the
oppressive structure of their learning environment. Students showed that they were determined
by persevering through distance learning, ensuring that they studied and utilized all of their
resources for academic success, and setting goals for postsecondary life. Self-advocacy skills
were evident as students chose classes that would benefit their lives and future and sought
assistance for better understanding. Students displayed their self-regulations skills when they
refocused after distraction, completed their assignments in timely manner, and had notifications
on their devices to better schedule their workload. Other instances of student agency in answer to
RQ1a revealed students’ ability to control certain aspects of their learning environment such as
their class schedules and when to take sick days. Students used compliance as resistance to
dis/ableist structures by making sure they participated in class, focused in class, and followed the
rules. Last, students were agentic in displaying their pride and confidence in the learning
environment that led to their achievement of their goals. Students’ agentic characteristics
exhibited their agency in many ways, reinforcing the need for fostering these characteristics in
the learning environment as a way of dismantling dis/ableism by the stakeholders.
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Orientation in Spaces
In their environment where student’s agency was mostly truncated by the structure, there
were instances of student agency. While students’ orientation to their environment and the
objects within revealed the power of structure, students were agentic in gaining some control.
James utilized humor to lighten the classroom mood and control the atmosphere in his
environment. Additionally, Brian asked to move his seat to a more preferable location to
alleviate his anxiety and took walks for breaks. These small instances of student agency highlight
the structures power over student agency in their learning environment.
RQ1b: In what ways are students causal agents during distance learning and in-person
school?
In answer to RQ1b, findings of the empirically interrelated agentic characteristics selfdetermination, control, self-advocacy, self-regulation, compliance, and confidence and pride
demonstrated students’ inherent ability as actors to direct their lifeworlds within oppressive
systems. According to Wehmeyer (2013), agentic characteristics take “an organismic perspective
of people as active contributors to, or authors of, their behavior, which is self-regulated and goaldirected action” (p. 399). Thus, informed by Wehmeyer, the self-determined participants of this
study who exhibited traits to change their circumstances were agentic actors causing things to
happen toward their interest in their learning environment.
Agentic Characteristics
Researchers have hypothesized that agentic characteristics such as self-determination
positively affect the outcomes of students classified with disabilities (Ju et al., 2017; Kleinert et
al., 2014; Shogren et al., 2015b; Wehmeyer, 2015; Wehmeyer et al., 2012). Ju and colleagues
(2017) found that attributes such as self-advocacy and goal setting supported academic
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achievement in post-secondary education after students leave high school. Additionally, the
aforementioned studies underscored the importance of promoting and teaching selfdetermination skills in school. Moreover, Chou et al. (2015) found that students have different
component of self-determined behavior with implications for educators. The finding of students’
agentic characteristics has the implications for policy and program change at the system,
building, and classroom level. Moreover, program services that teach and promote selfdetermined characteristics during transition planning to postsecondary life has also been shown
to be beneficial for students classified with dis/abilities (Ankeny & Lehmann, 2011; Field &
Hoffman, 2002; Solberg et al., 2012; Wehmeyer et al., 2013b). Undergirded by the extant
literature on self-determination, participants’ agentic characteristics have the potential to bring
about positive outcomes in their lives. As such, answers to questions RQ1b suggest implications
for program change that foster and teach agentic characteristics to be considered and
implemented.
Additionally, related to the agentic characteristics, students were also causal agents with
their relationships. By creating and maintaining friendships, students were agentic in utilizing
their friendships to their gains. The students leveraged their friendships to gain assistance and
support for academic achievement and reciprocated that assistance and support with friends.
Answers for RQ1b suggest students’ agentic characteristics may result in their autonomy
and success during high school and after. Given that these characteristics result in positive
outcomes, they also affect students as agentic actors toward their goals. Literature on the selfdetermination of students who are classified with disabilities has contributed to the
understanding of the relationship between student agency and success during school and postsecondary life (Shogren et al., 2015b; Solberg et al., 2012; Wehmeyer & Palmer, 2003). Shogren
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and her colleagues (2015) attested to the findings of this study of students’ agentic characteristics
and their significance in students’ success. Moreover, the research is detailed on how the
development of agentic characteristics leads to increased student outcomes during high school
and postsecondary life. Therefore, answers to RQ1b point to a need for programming that
includes promoting and teaching of agentic characteristics for transition-aged students.
RQ1c: In what ways do students experience agency in transition planning during distance
learning and in-person school?
Building on the necessity for learning agentic characteristics during the transition years,
students shared other ways in which they were agentic during transition programming. Data
revealed that students were careful in choosing the classes and programs that would be beneficial
to them after high school in life, career, and college. Answers to RQ1c also uncovered ways in
which students planned for college and their careers. Students met with their guidance counselors
to discuss their futures and choose a pathway toward their future careers. Findings also showed
that students were interested in making their lives productive and comfortable in the future and
were agentic in planning toward that while in school. For instance, one participant shared that he
was learning to cook to ensure that he had nutritious home-cooked meals in the future and to
share with family and friends. The theme of agency during transition planning imparted
information for schools to consider as they implement transition programming for students who
are classified with dis/abilities. We see that students are agentic in planning for their futures in a
system that does not value them. Implications for transformation in schools must change the
purpose of education. Students who are agentic with hopes and dreams, as well as strengths and
weaknesses, need equitable services in school. Transition programming for students should
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include opportunities for students to be agentic in planning their postsecondary lives as well as
reimagining the purpose of education.
RQ2: What types of capital do students choose to draw upon toward their agency?
Bourdieu’s (1986) forms of capital were evidenced by students who leveraged their
capital toward their agency and consequently accumulated more capital. Students pursued
relationships to accumulate social capital toward their goals in the learning environment, then
subsequently harnessed that social capital as actors in meeting their academic and social needs in
the forms of cultural and social capital. Social capital was both an asset and a goal for students.
Social theorists (Giddens, 1986; Sewell, 1992; Shilling, 1992) offered theoretical purchase for
students’ use of capital toward making more capital with the conception of structure and agency
as opposing factors between the students’ social system of educational dis/ableism and their
ability as actors in that system. The participants also utilized their social capital in the form of
friendships to gain cultural capital in the form of academic success.
In their academic agency, students mobilized their cultural capital toward gaining more
cultural capital for themselves and others. By utilizing their understanding of their abilities, the
participants were agentic in propagating additional knowledge when they sought assistance and
assisted others.
Supported by crip theory, I postulate that students in special classes as actors within a
bound system of dis/ableism sought ways to connect with peers and staff to survive and succeed
academically within the system in the hopes of a bright future outside of the system. In seeking
ways to survive and succeed, students harnessed their assets toward gaining additional and
different assets. My findings of agentic relationships reflect the principles of crip theory
(McRuer, 2006) in the resistance to compulsory able-bodied heteronormativity, as students in
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their peripheralized placement acted agentically within and against the system. Findings of
agentic relationships and academic agency in this study are related and demonstrated students’
ability to act as agents within their systems and against their system. Students utilized their assets
to gain additional assets.
Expanding on the previous discussion and discussion of RQ1, Bourdieu (1986) noted that
the structure of the social world at any given time is represented by capital in its varied forms.
This study showed that students counted their academic achievement, friendships, and humor as
capital in their socially constructed learning environment as a means toward power within their
system. Moreover, students were aware that social and cultural capital would result in additional
capital when they were agents toward their goals. As a result, findings revealed that students’
capital was essential toward their agentic action and toward accumulating additional future
capital.
Implications for Action
The findings of this study contribute to the body of literature dealing with the dialectical
relationship between structure and students’ agency in achieving autonomy and transforming
their circumstances in the milieu of school. As a critical, phenomenological study from
transformative and post-structuralist philosophical perspectives, this research aimed for systemic
and program change to address several issues. First, I grounded my argument in the theoretical
underpinnings that the educational system was constructed to serve able-bodied persons and it,
accordingly, marginalizes and oppresses othered individuals. While provided with additional
supports, specialized instructors, modified instruction, and a special education program to meet
their needs, students classified with dis/abilities continue to be segregated, marginalized, and
oppressed within their systems of learning. Supported by McRuer’s (2006) crip theory, this study
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offers students’ perspective on the oppressive nature of the educational structure and the extent
to which students must be agentic in realizing their autonomy. The results of this study offer
perspective for a reimagining of education and its purpose. Students who are classified with
dis/abilities deserve equitable education that values them and their current and future needs.
At the meso level of the school system, the findings of students’ agency offer insight and
purchase to make program changes that would develop and support students’ actions toward
their interests. A redefining of education would provide value for students’ strengths and
understand that everyone is temporarily able-bodied as described by Castañeda et al. (2013). It is
recommended that schools include the teaching of agentic skills as a part of transition
programming for all students. Moreover, schools need to set in place a social structure that will
support student agency for all students; this includes pedagogical knowledge and institutional
reform. It is also necessary for institutions to comprehend and actualize the social relational
environment in which students experience friendships and relationships. Interdependence as an
alternative to independence should be fostered, as no individual is agentic by oneself. It should
be a goal of educational institutions that students need not work against an oppressive
environment to succeed but within a system that fosters their agency and achievement
collectively with non-classified peers. Thus, students classified with dis/abilities as stakeholders
should have a voice in planning and developing protocol and designing their learning
environment. On the meso scale, changes may begin with the dispersing of special class
programs and the homogeneous grouping of students in classes as a transformation to
educational systems.
At the micro level, individuals should learn agentic skills toward seeking and claiming
their autonomy. It is necessary for individuals to be aware of the heteronormative-centered
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system in which they learn. For instance, students should explicitly know and understand their
classifications of dis/ability and its meaning. In this way, students may make decisions about the
dis/ableist system for themselves. Last, it is imperative that students explore areas outside of the
special class program that provide equitable chances for success. Findings from this study noted
that in some instances, the social structure was successful in reproducing itself. Consequently,
students must have opportunities in various social learning settings. The students’ orientations
toward their environment and system affected their agency, and a change in the environment
promoting equity could result in all students’ agency from within.
Discrepant Findings
An unexpected finding in this study demonstrated that while school buildings offer space
for learning, the way students viewed their spaces was different from administrative and
educational perspectives. For instance, although Hillsboro High School was large and possessed
the appropriate learning materials for students’ success, their agency was impeded because of the
perception of little or no power over their environment. Since additional findings of this study
revealed students’ agentic actions within their learning environment, it might be assumed that
students would be equally agentic in managing their spaces with a change in orientation.
Nevertheless, students’ lack of agentic actions in claiming spaces within their learning
environment was a surprising finding of this study.
Limitations
The most pressing concern for this study was the COVID-19 pandemic that hampered
data collection. Initial plans for data collection such as classroom observations, walking
interviews, tours, and document collection were canceled and replaced with video interviews and
modified photovoicing. While Siedman’s (2109) series of three interviews were successful in
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obtaining deep and rich data, more equitable and adapted participant-centered methods of data
collection might have resulted in different findings that would highlight student agency in other
ways.
Additionally, due to the COVID-19 lockdown, students might have been disconnected
from the study and did not punctually submit photovoicing. As a result, I modified photovoicing
to a video recording that three of the five participants submitted somewhat timely and the fourth
submitted many months later. In addition, the students did not follow directions for
photovoicing, which resulted in fewer visual data to analyze. The COVID-19 lockdown resulted
in missed data that could have provided nuances to the findings of this study and broaden
understanding of students’ agency.
Due to the nature of the topic of this study and the purposeful sampling of participants,
only five students from the special class program agreed to participate in this study. I was
substantiated by van Manen (1997), who made the argument for human science research as
“distinguishing itself by its courage and resolve to stand up for the uniqueness and significance
of the notion to which it has dedicated itself” (p. 18) and “attempt to accomplish the impossible:
to construct a full interpretive description of some aspect of the lifeworld, and yet remain aware
that lived life is always more complex than any explication of meaning can reveal” (p. 18). Thus,
in this hermeneutic, phenomenological study, the participants shared their lived experiences in
the series of three interviews as we all tried to get to the essence. Member checks were offered to
participants to read the transcripts of their interviews. Additionally, the participants had access to
this researcher to ask additional questions and request clarification.
Last, while I approached this study as an emic with an insider perspective because of my
profession as a special educator and faculty at Hillsboro High School, I realize I also approached
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this study from a place of privilege as a non-disabled person. Castrodale (2018) and Paiewonsky
(2011) made the argument for research to be adapted for equity and representation of the
stakeholders when involving individuals who are classified with dis/abilities. As such, I
attempted to increase inclusion and participation from students. For example, students chose
their pseudonyms for this study. Nevertheless, while more equitable representative data
collection methods were not possible due to the COVID-19 pandemic, there is value in my
contribution as a scholar and researcher in conducting this study and reporting the findings in a
manner conducive to centering and equity.
Qualitative inquiries have a natural limitation that generalizes the study to theory instead
of the population. According to van Manen (1997), for a phenomenological study of this nature,
a small number of participants is natural for a study that sought to examine a specific
phenomenon. Specifically, the nature of this study that sought to deeply examine the lived
experiences of a specific phenomenon included a limited number of participants who
experienced a specific phenomenon. Nevertheless, a phenomenological tradition allows for a
smaller number of participants and in-depth methods of data collection that get to the essence of
participants’ meaning making.
Social Impact
The findings of this study offer insight into how the oppressive special education system
affects students’ agency and how those students responded as actors in their learning
environment. Systemic change on the global, national, and state levels may begin with altering
the language of legislation that could lend an alternative perspective of dis/ability. Moreover,
many years of research have provided theoretical purchase for critical theorists to impact
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legislation. From the macro level of society, an embrace of the critical theories could precipitate
social change in the reconceptualization of ability and the “cripping” of abilities.
At the meso level of the school, the administration may address the program changes for
the equity of all stakeholders. For instance, the special class program could be dismantled, and
students could learn together with universal support provided to all. An example of pedagogy for
all students would be universal design for learning (Meyer et al., 2014).
Last, students’ agency should be taught and fostered as part of the curriculum. One
finding of this study revealed that students were hesitant in discussing their classification of
dis/ability or why they were placed in the special class program. For students to change their
circumstances, they need knowledge of all facets of their situation. Furthermore, students’
abilities should not be a taboo subject but an honest understanding of their strengths. Themes
from this study disclosed that students were knowledgeable of their abilities; however, the
connection between classification and abilities remains vague.
Future Analysis and Research
To build upon the findings of this study, it is recommended that researchers examine
students’ agency during in-person school when students learn in the school building. Due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, interviews for this study were conducted virtually; however, classroom
observations, a walking tour, and document collection could provide a deeper understanding of
students’ agentic actions in the school environment. Additionally, more participant-centered
research designs are necessary for inclusion of individuals who are classified with dis/abilities as
stakeholders in research. Furthermore, there are facets to agency and agentic characteristics that
a quantitative or mixed methods study would provide as measures of student agency. With
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measures for student agency, schools would have knowledge of the various aspects that require
attention and implement protocol to increase students’ agency leading to their success.
Concluding Remarks
This critical, phenomenological study provided novel findings with the possibility of
impact to special class programs, schools, and society. The findings of agentic relationships,
academic agency, orientations in space within dis/ableist structures, and agentic characteristics
provide insight into the lived agentic experiences of students in special classes. Moreover,
students’ constant dialectical interactions and relationship to their social structure revealed that
they were agentic within and against the structure as well as overwhelmed by the structure at
times. I hope that with increased knowledge undergirded by critical theories, this study may
precipitate changes of dis/ableist educational structures and facilitate students’ agency in
dismantling dis/ableist structures and changing their lifeworlds.
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Appendix A
Code Mapping: Three Iterations of Analysis
Code Mapping for Participants’ Data Analysis
(Research Questions 1 and 2)
RQ#1: How do students in special classes make sense of their lived
agentic experiences during distance learning and in-person
school?

RQ#2: What types of capital do students choose to draw
upon toward their agency?

(a) When and how do students apply their agency?
(b) In what ways are students, causal agents during distance
learning and in-person school?
(c) In what ways do students experience agency in transition
planning during distance learning and in-person school?
Third Iteration: Themes
1. Agentic relationships
2. Academic agency within dis/ableist systems
3. Orientation in spaces within dis/ableist structures
4. Agentic characteristics
Second Iteration: Categories
1. Making and
maintaining friendships
1. Friendship for support
1. Friendship for inclusion
1. Humor

2. Importance of knowledge,
good grades, and passing
2. Understanding ability
2. Support and resources
2. Transition planning

3. Importance of environment and space
3. Comfort, happiness, and relaxation within
spaces
3. Distance learning as a separate space
3. Special class as a better space

4. Self-determination
4. Control
4. Self-advocacy
4. Self-regulation
4. Compliance
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3. Not speaking About Dis/ability

4. Confidence and
Pride

First Iteration: Open Coding
1. Friendship
awareness/socialization awareness
1. Difficulty with friendships
1. Friendship
support/help/encouragement
1. Friendships outside of special
class/differences/inconsistencies
1. Getting along/friendships with
others
1. Inclusion of friends
1. Making friends/maintaining
friends
1. Teacher friendships/getting along
1. Teacher importance/being nice
and fun
1, 2 Capital
1, 2 Sharing with others
1, 2 Sharing capital
1. Inclusion/acceptance/equity
1. Judgement/fairness/compromise

2. Interest in academic
2. Learning/education
2.Understanding ability/academic
2. Ability/understanding self
2. Importance in
grades/passing/learning/diploma
2. Wanting
knowledge/curiosity/good student
2. Hands-on learning
2. Importance of programs/classes
available
2. Support/teacher support/staff
support
2. More support in special classes
2. More teachers in special classes
2. More time in special class
2. Getting support and resources
2. Transition planning
2. Career planning/knowing/future
planning
2. College
2. Communication/communication
ability

3. Anxiety/nervousness/stress
3. Comfort/relaxation/calm
3. Fun/enjoyment/happiness
3. Humor
3. Sadness
3. Space/learning environment
importance
3.Cleanliness/organization/ori
entation/quiet/calm
3. Enough space
3. Quiet/calm/positive
atmosphere
3. Importance of school
materials/equipment
3. Comfort/relaxation/calm
3. Safety and security/health
3. More comfortable at home
3. Distance learning issues
3. Easier at subjects
3. Easier
communication/effort for
needs
3. Easier in person
3. Missing personal
communication
3. No difference
3. Technology issues

4. Determination/
getting it done
4. Confidence/selfconfidence/pride
4. Showing
preference/making
choice
4. Showing student
agency and power
4. Taking leadership
4. Trying to
work/focus without
medication
4. Choice/
intentional choice/
ability to choose
4. Control/a voice/a
say
4. Selfadvocacy/advocacy
4. Freedom
4. Independence
4. Flexibility/lack of
flexibility
4. Control of
schedule
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3. Disability/special class
program
3. Importance/difference
3. Knowledge of general ed
classes
3. Negative views of general
education
3. No/little knowledge of
special education
3. Disability

4. Needing
scheduling/
predictability
4. Dealing with
change
4. Self-regulation
4. Respect/manners
4. Rules/rule
following
4. Giving up/
acceptance/
patience
4. Avoidance
4. Compliance
4. Lack of agency
4. Compassion and
caring
4. Showing good
character
4. Showing best self
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Appendix B
Interview One: (Virtual) Adapted Tour Protocol
Date:

Researcher:

Time:

Location:

Participant:

Age:

Grade:

Class:

Gender/Sex:

Self-identified ethnicity:
Consent: yes

no

Consent to be visual/audio recorded? yes

no

Before
1. Please tell me your name, school, grade, age, gender, ethnicity.
2. Tell me about yourself.
Distance Learning
3. Let’s pretend I’m helping you to make a movie about your learning at home, would you please
describe your school/learning at home?
4. Tell me about learning from home?
5. What do you like about learning from home?
6. What do you not like about learning from home?
7. What do you want to be different about learning from home?
8. Tell me about your friends from school and while you are home.
Probe: Has anything changed with your friends?
9. Tell me about your classes as you learn from home.
10. Tell me about your teachers during learning from home.
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School
11. What’s your school like?
12. What do you like about your school?
13. What do you dislike about your school?
14. What are your classrooms like?
15. Tell me about being in the special classes.
16. Tell me about your disability.
17. Tell me about the other/general education classes.
18. Tell me about your teachers.
19. Tell me about the teachers in the general education classes.
20. Tell me about your friends.
21. Tell me about your friends in the general education classes.
22. Remember that movie we are pretending to make? If you were to show me around your
school, where would you show me, where would you take me?
Probe: Why did you choose those places?
Education Agency
23. Tell me about what you do in some of your classes?
Probe: What do want to learn in this class?
24. How do you tell the teacher what you want to learn?
Probe: How do you complain about what you have to learn or how you learn at home?
25. Tell me about a time that you made choices in school.
Probe: What kind of choices do you make in this class? How did you go about doing
that?
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Advocacy/Empowerment
26. What do you do when you feel overlooked or ignored in school?
Probe: How do you do that? What do you say?
Resistance/Protest
27. Tell me about disagreeing with your teacher?
Probe: What were some disagreements? What did you do/say?
28. What do you do if you don’t want to do something in class/that the teacher asked?
Probe: How do you do that? What happened? What did you do/say?
Interactions/Relationships
29. How do you get along with your teachers?
Probe: Which teacher do you get along with? Who do you not get along with?
Probe: Why don’t you get along with this person?
30. How do you get along with others/security/administration in the school (if you’ve had any
contact)?
Probe: Who do you get along with? Who do you not get along with?
Probe: Why don’t you get along with this person?
31. How do you get along with your peers/classmates?
Probe: Who do you get along with? Who do you not get along with?
Probe: Why don’t you get along with this person?
32. Tell me about who you go to when you need help?
Probe: What happened then?
Intentions/Planning/Goals – Transition Planning
33. Tell me about what you want to do after high school.
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Probe: What are you doing to make that happen?
34. What are some goals you have for yourself in school?
Probe: How do you intend to make those goals happen?
35. What have you done with your school to plan for life after high school?
Knowledge/Capital
36. Tell me something that’s cool about you in school.
Probe: How do you know that it’s cool? What do people tell you? How do you use it?
37. Tell me about something that you are good at in school.
Probe: How do you know that you are good at it? What do people say/tell you?
38. What do you like to share/show your friends/teachers?
Causal Agency
39. Tell me about when you wanted something in class and got it.
Probe: How did you do that?
40. How do you get what you want to happen here?
Probe: How did you go about that? Who helped?

Grand tour question
41. Tell me how you are an empowered student.
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Appendix C
Interviews Two Protocol (Virtual): Details
Date:
Start time:

Researcher:
End:

Location:

Participant:

Age:

Grade:

Class:

Gender/Sex:

Self-identified ethnicity:
Consent: yes

no

Consent to be visual/audio recorded?

no

yes

Photographs from tour and photovoicing
Let’s have a look at the photographs from your tour. Which one would you like to talk about
first?
1. Tell me more about this photograph.
2. What’s happening in this photograph?
3. Describe what you are doing here.
4. Describe what else is going on?

Transcripts read and shared
1. Tell me more about this.
2. What is happening here?
3. What are you doing here?
3. Who are you interacting with here?
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4. Why did you decide to do/not do that?
5. Describe this place/item?

Video clips and footage
1. Tell me more about this class/place.
2. Describe this space.
3. Explain why about this space
4. What do you mean by …?
5. Why do you/don’t you care about …?
6. Why did you describe this as …?
7. Think about what you said about … Why did you say …?
8. What do you think about …?
9. Why did you choose to do …?
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Appendix D
Interview Three Protocol (Virtual): Meaning Making
Date:
Start time:

Researcher:
End:

Location:

Participant:

Age:

Grade:

Class:

Gender/Sex:

Self-identified ethnicity:
Consent: yes

no

Consent to be recorded? yes

Photographs, transcripts, video clips and footage
1. You described this photograph as ... Why?
2. Think about what happened, you said ... why?
3. Think about why you said ... Why?
4. What did you mean by …?
5. What does it mean to you that …?
6. Can you please explain why you ...?
7. Think about this … what does that mean to you?
8. What do you think about …?
9. Why did you choose to do ….?
10. Why did you make that decision?

no
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Appendix E
Student Assent to Study Participation
Key
Information
About this
Study:

Details
•
•

•
Who:

•

What will I do?

•
•

•
•
•
•

High school students in 2 or more special
classes
Learning from home
Share your learning space, answer questions,
take photographs and describe them, be
interviewed by Shalinie Sarju.
Minimal risk.
Confidentiality kept, name and personal
information changed.
Engage in research and data collection about
you.
Help make changes to education programming.
Learn about data collection.
Results will be shared with you.
4 hours over 3 months

•
•
•
•

At home, virtually
$30 gift card at the end of data collection
You may choose to stop at any time.
No, you do not have to participate.

Risk:

•
•

Benefit:

•

Time
commitment:
Where?
Compensation:
Can I stop?
Do I have to?

Study will understand how students experience
distance learning
You will share your learning environment
virtually, share photographs virtually, share
documents, and engage in 3 virtual interviews.
Approximately 4 hours over 3 months.

Privacy/Confidentiality:

•

•
Risks and Discomforts:

•
•

Your name, school’s name, or other
personal information will not be used.
Names and descriptions will be altered.
Only members of the research team will
see the collected data.
Someone might find out who you are or
where you go to school.
Discomfort answering questions.

Checklist
x
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You have Rights!

You have rights as a research participant. All
research with human participants is reviewed by a
committee called the Institutional Review Board (IRB)
which works to protect your rights and welfare.
If you have questions about your rights, an
unresolved question, a concern or complaint about
this research you may contact the IRB contact the
Molloy IRB office at irb@molloy.edu or call 516 323
3000.
Was form read to you?
• Please have an adult read aloud this form
for you.
Who read form to you? Name:
Relationship to you:
Questions?
• Researcher, Shalinie Sarju,
ssarju@lions.molloy.edu, (516) 476-9233
• Dissertation Chairperson, Tricia Kress,
tkress@molloy.edu, (516) 323-3158
Instead of being in this research, you may choose not to participate.
You may choose to stop participation at any time. Email or call Shalinie Sarju at
ssarju@lions.molloy.edu or (516) 476-9233, or Tricia Kress at tkress@molloy.edu or (516) 3233158
Signing this form means that:
• I am freely deciding to participate in this research study.
• I have read, had an adult read to me, and checked the sections describing this research
study.
• After enough time to make a choice, I have decided to participate in this research study.
Signature:
Printed name

*Who read form to participant
Printed name
Relationship to
participant

Signature

Date

Signature

Date

*I give my assent to be audio and video recorded for the purpose of data collection.
Printed name
Signature
Date
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*I give my assent to be video recorded via ZOOM.
Printed name
Signature

Date
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Please remember that informed consent is a process beginning with a description of the project and
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procedure. Your documentation for continuing review must be received with sufficient time for review and
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Please note that all research records must be retained for a minimum of three years after the completion
of the project.
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